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“
At about 7% of Gross Domestic 
Product and 20% of total state 
expenditure, the Government 
spends more on education 
than on any other sector.
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iiiPreface

relation to African learners, although the 
education system still has some significant 
weaknesses. In addressing this, one of the 
goals of the HRDC is to strengthen basic 
education and foundation programmes 
in science, technology, engineering, 
mathematics, language and life 
orientation/skills.

The South African Government’s spending 
on education has significantly increased 
over the past few years. This is to improve, 
amongst other things, the quality of 
education, increase in enrolment, 
infrastructure improvement and increased 
funding for poor students. 

It is important to note that the country’s 
Human Development Index (HDI) is 
a critical multidisciplinary effort. The 
South African Science, Technology and 
Innovation Report (2013) reflected a 
notable improvement on the HDI ranking 
from 0.61 to 0.66 from 2005-2013.

In conclusion, undoubtedly mathematics 
and science are the prerequisite skills that 
the country needs to compete with the 
world and are necessary for the majority 
to develop skills in areas of high priority 
for the economy. 

This report, therefore, summarises the 
effects of poverty and inequality, quality 
of education, the absorptive capacity of 
our economy and social cohesion on the 
status of education in South Africa. 

Dr BE Nzimande (MP)
Minister of Higher Education and 
Training, Republic of South Africa

PREFACE
South Africa’s developmental agenda 

remains the central focus of public 
policy and forms the basis of a 

collective endeavour in all spheres of 
our society. It is on this basis that the 
Human Resource Development Council 
of South Africa (HRDC) will, from time 
to time, commission study projects to 
inform the Council’s work when shaping 
the landscape for Human Resource 
Development (HRD). This is underpinned 
by the National Development Plan 
(NDP), which serves as the roadmap 
that provides guidance by setting clear 
targets and timelines for the growth and 
development of our country. 

This research report assesses the status 
of HRD in South Africa. It takes into 
account the challenges posed by issues 
such as poverty and inequality, quality of 
education, unemployment levels and lack 
of social cohesion.

The report is intended to make an 
important contribution in developing a 
broader and deeper understanding of the 
connections between poverty, education 
and the outcomes. It recognises both the 
demand side and the supply side of HRD 
issues. 

Improving the quality of education in 
South Africa will lead to an improved 
human resource capacity, quality of life, 
expanded personal freedom, economic 
participation of people and potential 
growth of the economy. The ultimate 
purpose is to achieve an impact in terms 
of the country’s development, including 
expansion of the economy, a reduction 
in poverty and unemployment levels, 
reduced inequality and improved social 
cohesion. 

There has been significant progress 
over the past five years in terms of 
access to education, particularly in 
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EXECUTIVE  
SUMMARY

INTRODUCTION, OBJECTIVE 
AND APPROACH

The Human Resource Development 
Council of South Africa (HRDC) is 
responsible for developing the Human 
Resource Development Strategy for 
South Africa (HRD-SA), which focuses on 
building the human resources required for 
an improved and competitive economy. 
The HRDC is aware of the challenges 
including poverty and inequality, quality 
of education, absorptive capacity of the 
economy and social cohesion, which 
impede the development of human 
resources in the country. In this report, the 
HRDC assesses the current state of Human 
Resource Development (HRD) in South 
Africa and attempts to identify factors 
that positively or negatively influence its 
development.

The objective of the report is to assess the 
status of HRD in South Africa by looking 
at historical and future trends. The report 
is intended to inform policy makers and 
influence their planning around HRD. Data 
was collected using desktop research. 
The research also relied on secondary 
data, including reviewing official reports, 
dissertations, journals and articles.

DISCUSSION

The discussion and the findings of the 
study on the status of HRD in South Africa 
examine the following four indicators: 
poverty and inequality, quality of 
education, absorptive capacity of the 
economy and social cohesion.

Poverty and inequality
Only 5.5% of the poor had a post-
matriculation qualification and two 
thirds (66.6%) did not have any formal 
education in 2011 (Statistics South 
Africa, 2014b). Undoubtedly, the level of 
education is directly related to HRD. This 
is a vicious cycle because poverty denies 
access to opportunities for education and 
skills development, and as a result the 
family/society in that cycle remains poor.

There is a direct link between poverty 
and health, and the two most common 
measures used are child mortality and life 
expectancy. The greater the capability of 
a country to provide good nutrition, basic 
preventative healthcare, vaccinations and 
decent living conditions, the better it will 
perform in terms of child mortality and life 
expectancy (Education Training Unit, n.d.).

The South African economic context 
displays a high degree of inequality 
amongst its population. Statistics show 
that there is a wide gap between poverty 
and wealth (Keeton, 2014). The gap 
between the rich and the poor is often 
reflected along racial lines. The high rate 
of unemployment, cheap labour and 
exploitation are all contributing factors to 
poverty in the country.

“
The objective of the report 
is to assess the status of HRD 
in South Africa by looking at 
historical and future trends. 
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Statistics show that there is a 
wide gap between poverty 
and wealth. 

Quality of education
The country’s performance in the 
education sub-sector has an adverse 
impact on the preparedness of learners 
for entry to the Post-School Education 
and Training Sub-Sector and, of course, 
ultimately their readiness to enter the 
labour market. In 2014, the graduation 
rate for students differed widely 
across the 25 public higher education 
institutions in South Africa (Fongwa, 
2012). In addition, the average graduation 
rate of doctoral students stood at 13%, 
while those for master’s, undergraduate 
degrees and diploma students were 22%, 
16% and 19%, respectively. With regard 
to the five qualification types, the highest 
average graduation rate of 44% was for 
students with a postgraduate degree 
below master’s level (Fongwa, 2012) 
Although some of these results could 
be attributable to financial challenges, a 
significant percentage is primarily due to 
the lack of academic preparedness and 
insufficient support from universities. 
The lack of academic preparedness 
is particularly marked in the areas of 
mathematics and science. Although the 
matriculation examination results are 
improving, the percentage of pupils 
who are ready for university is declining 
resulting in high dropout rates and poor 
quality of graduates’ skills.

South Africa’s situation regarding the 
compromised quality of education and its 
impact on healthy broad development is 
exacerbated by other factors such as the 
widening class inequalities, deep systemic 
inefficiencies, limping governance with 
poor accountability and the corruption 
that exists within our society.

Absorptive capacity of the economy
Absorptive capacity refers to the capacity 
of organisations to absorb an active labour 
force at all levels. The Formal Sector 
encompasses all jobs with normal hours 
and regular wages, recognised as income 
sources on which income taxes must be 
paid. The Informal Sector encompasses a 
wide range of labour market activities that 
combine two different groups. On the 
one hand, the Informal Sector is formed 
by the coping behaviour of individuals 
and families in an economic environment 
where earning opportunities are scarce. 
On the other hand, the Informal Sector is 

often a product of rational behaviour of 
entrepreneurs who desire to escape state 
regulations.

The economy’s ability to absorb labour 
remains a major challenge, with a labour-
absorption rate of just over 40% at the 
end of 2012. Employment would have had 
to increase by 1.7 million by 2014, or 6.3% 
per year, to absorb new job seekers and 
reduce existing unemployment. Before the 
2008 global economic crisis, the country 
had made notable strides in employment 
creation (Department of Performance 
Monitoring and Evaluation, 2012).

Social cohesion
The term “social cohesion” has 
become common in the South African 
development debate, having featured 
in governmental planning documents, 
academic panels, media debates and 
parliamentary hearings. South Africans 
are generally concerned that the 
country’s legacy of racial division remains 
unresolved and that class divisions, along 
with unresolved regional, ethnic and 
cultural divides and prejudices, brood 
beneath the national surface and may 
resurface if the country’s economic, 
political or demographic stresses worsen. 

Within South Africa, education varies 
widely. Several authors have characterised 
the South African school system as 
effectively consisting of two differently 
functioning sub-systems. The majority 
of children are located in the historically 
disadvantaged system, which still serves 
mainly Black/African and Coloured 
children. Learners in these schools 
typically demonstrate low proficiency in 
reading, writing and numeracy. 

The current student resistance at higher 
education institutions over fees, housing 
and limited intake clearly shows that 
higher education’s transformation 
agenda needs serious consideration. 
The professoriate, for instance, remains 
largely White and male with more window 
dressing than actions for inclusion. Racism 
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directed at Black/African students and 
staff is prevalent. It is also evident that, 
in spite of profound policy changes in 
higher education, a “new” racial structure 
is operating. This accounts for the 
persistence of racial inequality and must 
be challenged.

RECOMMENDATIONS AND 
CONCLUSION

Poverty and inequality
There are neither fast nor simple solutions 
to South Africa’s inequality enigma. 
Without substantive improvements in the 
human capital of the poor, the income 
inequality gap will remain unacceptably 
wide. Improving South Africa’s education 
system is necessary to reduce poverty and 
inequality in the country. Through quality 
education and training, the unemployed 
will be able to gain access to post-school 
education and employment. At the same 
time, an increased pool of educated 
workers will reduce the premium paid 
to the educated for the skills that are 
currently in short supply. As a result, both 
poverty and inequality will fall.

Quality of education
Education has significantly advanced. A 
unified national Department of Education 
(DOE) was established and more recently, 
was apportioned into the Department of 
Basic Education (DBE) and the Department 
of Higher Education and Training 
(DHET). Each ministry is responsible for 
its level of education across the country 
as a whole. Curriculum reform, although 
controversial, represented a compelling 
break from previous arrangements and 
sought to advance critical thinking and 
problem solving skills. Public spending 
on education has gone from being highly 
unequal on the basis of race under 
apartheid, to being specifically targeted 
towards poor children. South Africa 
has one of the highest rates of public 
investment in education in the world. 
At about 7% of Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) and 20% of total state expenditure, 
the Government spends more on 
education than on any other sector 
(National Treasury, 2014). 

©iStock.com/brians101
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“
Technology is a cost-effective 
tool that can be used to 
educate our youth post 
secondary schooling. 

Education is a wide societal responsibility 
which calls for co-action and a co-learning 
partnership between Government, 
business and civil society. The HRDC is 
well placed as a multi-stakeholder body 
to focus on improving the HRD base and 
skills of South Africans.  

The following aspects need to be 
addressed if we are to improve the forms 
of teaching and learning in South African 
education:
 - Focus on education from the Early 

Childhood Development (ECD) phase 
as this will have an effect in secondary 
school and post-school education. 
Greater focus should be placed on 
mathematics, science and languages. 

 - Increase accountability by formulating 
coherent, clear and systematic 
implementation plans.

 - Implement a nationwide system of 
diagnostic teacher testing and training.

 - Evaluate the Annual National 
Assessment (ANA) externally at one 
primary school grade (the suggestion 
is to evaluate the ANA for Grade 6). 
Use the externally evaluated ANA to 
determine which schools are the most 
dysfunctional and thus require the 
most support.

 - Invest in post-matriculation education, 
including Technical Vocational 
Education and Training (TVET) 
colleges, to ensure that those from 
poorer environments are afforded the 
same opportunities and that there is 
a focus on the skills that are currently 
in demand and that will be in demand 
going forward.

Absorptive capacity of the economy
The National Development Plan (NDP) 
recognises that it is essential to turn to 
entrepreneurship and to strengthening 
the existing small business sector for 
mass job creation. Entrepreneurship is 
a culture that should be fostered in the 
youth. Similarly, an integrated National 
South African Entrepreneurship and Small 
Business Plan should be developed, and 
should be systematically worked through 
and realised year by year. It is important 
to build a more effective support 
ecosystem for existing entrepreneurs 
nationwide.

Entrepreneurship in both the formal 
and informal economy can reduce 
unemployment. There are also industries 
with potential that have not been 
explored and supported by mainstream 
banks, for example, broadcasting, film 
and technology, all of which contribute 
largely in mainstream economies in the 
United States of America (USA) and even 
in Nigeria. South Africa needs to grow the 
economy by focusing on producing goods 
that are currently imported, indirectly 
creating new jobs.

The world is becoming highly 
technological; thus we need to equip the 
next generation with the tools that are 
necessary to compete on a global scale. 
Technology is a cost-effective tool that 
can be used to educate our youth post 
secondary schooling.

Social cohesion
A summary of social cohesion findings 
indicates that our society is characterised 
by both unity and fragmentation. While 
there are clear signs of weak social 
cohesion in terms of race, class, inequality 
or any other measure, there are also 
substantial indicators of strong social 
cohesion. Significant processes of building 
social cohesion are ongoing, such as 
reconciliation processes and policies that 
seek to address differences and inequality. 
Even though these processes create new 
social challenges, such as with Broad-Based 
Black Economic Empowerment (B-BBEE), 
they also clearly move us away from our 
fragmented and iniquitous past.

Social cohesion is a culture that should 
be entrenched in the youth. South 
African and African history should be 
core to historical studies and curriculum 
design with the aim of building unity. The 
meaning of our national anthem should be 
taught rigorously and schools should be 
encouraged to sing the anthem weekly to 
build patriotism. 
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1INTRODUCTION, 
OBJECTIVE & 
APPROACH

This report is intended to identify 
the current state of Human 
Resource Development in 
South Africa. Many significant 
challenges face our development 
agenda which forms the basis of 
a collective endeavour in many 
spheres of our society. The most 
difficult and urgent challenges 
include poverty and inequality, 
quality of education, absorptive 
capacity of the economy and 
social cohesion. These challenges 
are used as indicators to assess 
the status of Human Resource 
Development in South Africa.

PROOF
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G overnment established the Human 
Resource Development Council 
of South Africa (HRDC) which is 

responsible for developing the Human 
Resource Development Strategy for 
South Africa (HRD-SA) in support of 
developing the human resources required 
for economic growth. One of the 
HRDC’s key responsibilities is to identify 
blockages that impede Human Resource 
Development (HRD) in South Africa and 
to make recommendations to unclog these 
blockages.

The purpose of the HRD-SA is to guide 
the development of skills and knowledge 
sets required by the economy and 
society to facilitate knowledge creation 
and innovation. It aims to drive the 
National Development Plan’s (NDP) HRD 
pillar. It supports inclusive growth and 
development, expands employment 
and improves absorption levels in 
the economy. Its ultimate intention is 
to improve the quality of education, 
and reduce poverty, inequality and 
unemployment. HRD-SA seeks to 
maximise South Africans’ potential 
through the acquisition of knowledge 
and skills so that they are able to work 
productively and competitively in order 
to achieve a rising quality of life for all. 

The HRD-SA was designed to complement 
a range of purposeful development 
interventions to achieve the following:
 - An improvement in South Africa’s 

Human Development Index (HDI) and 
the country’s global HDI ranking

 - An improvement in the measure and 
ranking of South Africa’s economic 
competitiveness

 - A reduction in the Gini coefficient 
(corresponding to a reduction in the 
inequality of wealth in the country)

 - An improvement in the measure of 
social cohesion as measured through 
specific social surveys

In order to respond to the purposeful 
development interventions mentioned 
above, the HRDC produced this report to 
examine the status of HRD in South Africa.

The report intends to play an important 
role in identifying the current state of 
HRD in South Africa as well as to identify 
factors that positively or negatively impact 

HRD. Many significant challenges face our 
development agenda which forms the 
basis of a collective endeavour in many 
spheres of our society. The most difficult 
and urgent challenges include poverty 
and inequality, quality of education, 
absorptive capacity of the economy 
and social cohesion. In this report, these 
challenges will be used as indicators 
in assessing the status of HRD in South 
Africa.

CHALLENGES FACING OUR 
DEVELOPMENT AGENDA

Poverty and inequality
The scale of HRD challenges in South 
Africa is daunting. One of the key 
objectives within the HRD domain is the 
reduction of poverty and inequality. 
South Africa is considered an upper-
middle-income country by virtue of the 
average national income per person 
or Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per 
capita. However, this status masks extreme 
inequalities in income and access to 
opportunity. Deep poverty is widespread, 
and this constrains human development 
and economic progress.

South Africa’s low life expectancy and 
high infant mortality are evidence of 
a health system in distress. The health 
outcomes are poor by world standards 
and the country faces several epidemics. 
One such epidemic that the South African 
population is severely affected by is HIV/
AIDS, which impacts significantly on the 
economically-active labour force as well 
as the unemployed and this will, in turn, 
exacerbate the skills shortage in the 
economy.

“
Many significant challenges face 
our development agenda which 
forms the basis of a collective 
endeavour in many spheres of 
our society. 
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Quality of education
Despite the many advances made 
since 1994 on the education and 
training front, the quality of South 
African education remains poor 
as shown by various studies in this 
report. Literacy and numeracy 
test scores are low by African and 
global standards, despite the fact 
that South Africa spends about 7% 
of its GDP on education (National 
Treasury, 2014). The introduction 
of Grade R and the expansion of 
Early Childhood Development 
(ECD) opportunities have resulted 
in impressive increases in learner 
numbers. However, the quality 
of ECD for underprivileged 
Black/African communities is still 
inadequate and generally very poor. 
The lacking quality of education in 
South Africa remains a limiting factor 
on the attainment of socio-economic 
development.

Absorptive capacity of the 
economy
The question of the absorptive 
capacity of the economy is complex. 
This critical but still very broad 
question includes the extent to 
which the economy has responded 
to the supply and lack of skills to 
meet the needs of the country. 
The HRDC recognises the need 
to address issues of labour supply 
and demand as they relate to 
HRD. To further understand the 
employment trends, patterns and 
the nature of skills required by the 
economy, the focus is on all sectors 
of the economy, namely; Primary, 
Secondary and Tertiary.

Social cohesion
The legacy of apartheid continues to 
weigh on the entire country, along 
with the challenges of the basic 
education system. Given the urban 
bias of our economic development, 
there is a need for HRD for rural 
development to ensure social 
cohesion.

©iStock.com/Alistair Cotton
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OBJECTIVE OF THIS 
REPORT

The objective of this report is to 
assess the status of HRD in South 
Africa by looking at historical 
and future trends. The report is 
intended to inform policy makers 
and influence their planning around 
HRD.

APPROACH

Data was collected using desktop 
research. The research also relied on 
secondary data, including reviewing 
official reports, dissertations, 
journals and articles.

The subsequent roundtable 
discussion, which was held in 
12 February 2016, constituted 
a purposefully-selected group 
of experts. The purpose of the 
roundtable discussion was to 
present the draft report and gather 
inputs and comments in order to 
enhance the report. The officials 
were selected based on their level 
of involvement in the subject matter. 

In addition, the roundtable 
discussion attempted to establish 
how South Africa compares with 
other countries with respect to the 
key HRD indicators that were used. 
The information in the report covers 
the period from 2005-2016. 

“
The objective of 
this report is to 
assess the status 
of HRD in South 
Africa by looking 
at historical and 
future trends. 
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2DISCUSSION

This discussion is based on 
the findings of the study under 
the following four indicators: 
poverty and inequality, quality of 
education, absorptive capacity 
of the economy and social 
cohesion in Human Resource 
Development. These four 
indicators have been used to 
investigate the status of Human 
Resource Development in South 
Africa. Additional figures, tables 
and supporting documents can 
be found in Annexure 1, 2 and 3 
at the back of this report.

PROOF
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One of the most important links 
to poverty in the literature is 
education as a major indicator 

of human capital. Good education does 
not only enable people to be able to 
seize employment opportunities, but also 
endows them with the capabilities to be 
able to access and make productive use 
of the other capitals (Human Sciences 
Research Council, 2014).

A matriculation certificate is the only 
recognised school-leaving qualification 
in South Africa and is a prerequisite 
for further study and acceptance into 
organisations, such as the South African 
Defence Force (SADF) or the South 
African Police Service (SAPS) (Human 
Sciences Research Council, 2014). 
However, it is argued that education 
alone cannot eradicate poverty; rather, 
education coupled with greater job 
opportunities in the economy will be the 
roadmap out of poverty (Statistics South 
Africa, 2014b).

Many children living in poverty are not 
able to attend school from an early age. 
Families may not be able to afford the 
necessary clothing or school supplies. 
Others may not have access to transport 
for their children to get to school. 
Whatever the reason, there is a clear 
correlation between families living in 
poverty and their lack of education and it 
creates a vicious cycle; poverty prevents 
people from gaining a good education, 
and not obtaining an education 
prevents people from escaping poverty. 
This problem is replicated from one 
generation to the next. A better education 
clearly opens the door to better economic 
prospects (The Borgen Project, 2014).

The growth and development policy 
intent of the South African Government 
is contained in the Medium-Term 
Strategic Framework (MTSF) from which 
the different national and provincial 
departments draw their strategic plans 

and budgets. At the centre of the MTSF 
is the role of economic growth and 
development, including decent work 
and investment in education and skills 
development. It is argued that from this 
objective flows five related sub-objectives 
noted below. The first three and the fifth 
are directly related to the assessment 
of poverty and related measurements 
(Human Sciences Research Council, 2014):
 - Halve poverty and unemployment by 

2014
 - Ensure a more equitable distribution 

of the benefits of economic growth 
and reduce inequality

 - Improve the nation’s health profile and 
skills base and ensure universal access 
to basic services

 - Improve safety of citizens by reducing 
incidents of crime and corruption

 - Build a nation free of all forms 
of racism, sexism, tribalism and 
xenophobia

Mashau (2006) argues that poverty in 
South Africa is closely connected to 
inequality. Poverty and inequality are 
two different concepts which are closely 
linked. Poverty is a prescriptive concept, 
while inequality should be seen as a 

 
P overty and

 

inequality

POVERTY AND INEQUALITY PROOF
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descriptive concept. Mashau (2006) states that “poverty 
is concerned with the absolute standard of living of a part 
of the population, i.e. the poor who are not able to attain 
a minimum standard of living, whereas inequality refers 
to the relative standards across the whole population”. 
The South African economic context displays a high 
degree of inequality amongst its population. Statistics 
show that there is a wide gap between poverty and 
immense wealth. The gap between the rich and the poor 
is often but not always reflected along racial lines. The 
high rate of unemployment, cheap labour, exploitation, 
job reservation, and the South African labour laws of 
the period between 1902 and 1971 ensured that many 
Blacks/Africans remained poorer, while many Whites 
generally enjoyed a privileged position economically.

It is argued that poverty is multifaceted (Poverties, 
2015). Poverty is a multidimensional issue that requires a 
comprehensive variety of solutions for a comprehensive 
variety of problems (United Nations Development 
Programme, 2013a). This definition is supported by that 
of the World Bank which recognises that poverty is a 
result of several political, social and economic processes 
that relate in ways to make people’s living conditions 
poorer and poorer (Poverties, 2015). This section will 
focus on the absolute poverty line. The absolute poverty 
line is defined as “a condition characterised by severe 
deprivation in terms of basic human needs, including 
food, safe drinking water, sanitation facilities, health, 
shelter, education and information. It depends not only 
on income but also on access to social services” (United 
Nations, 1995).

The poverty line for South Africa currently stands at 
21.7% implying that more than 10 million people live 
below the poverty line (Statistics South Africa, 2015b).

Who is poor in South Africa?
Woolard (2002) argues that living standards are closely 
related to race in South Africa. Although poverty is not 
confined to any one ethnic group, it is more focused 
amongst the Black/African population. Mbuli (2008) 
shares the same sentiment by arguing that post-apartheid 

South Africa continues to show a relationship between 
poverty and the following factors: race, gender, age 
(young and older people), poor education, large 
household size (with a high dependency ratio) and 
inadequate access to basic services.

Race
Poverty in South Africa has a strong racial element. 
Although it is not confined to one racial group, it is more 
concentrated amongst Black/African South Africans. 
Annexure 1, Figure A reflects that more than half (54.0%) 
of the Black/African population were living below the 
absolute poverty line compared to 27.6% of Coloureds, 
3.4% of Indians/Asians and only 0.8% of Whites in 2011 
(Statistics South Africa, 2014b). 

Gender
Poverty rates amongst females are likely to be higher 
compared to that of their male counterparts, as 
illustrated in Annexure 1, Figure B. In 2011 about 47.1% 
of the poor were females compared to about 43.8% who 
were males (Statistics South Africa, 2014b). Households 
headed by women are more likely to be poor compared 
to those headed by men. 

Age
In 2011, the highest level of poverty was amongst the 
youngest age cohorts, being 0-17 years (Statistics South 
Africa, 2014b). More than half (55.5%) of all children 
(17 years and younger) were living below the poverty 
line and more than one third (36.3%) of the elderly (65 
years and older) were living below the poverty line, as 
presented in Annexure 1, Figure C.

Poverty and education
Only 5.5% of the poor had a post-matriculation 
qualification and two- thirds (66.6%) did not have 
any formal education in 2011 (Statistics South Africa, 
2014b). Undoubtedly, the level of education is directly 
related to HRD. This is a vicious cycle because poverty 
denies access to opportunities for education and skills 
development, and as a result, the family/society in that 
cycle remains poor.
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18 years and older
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Where are the poor in South Africa?
Mashau (2006) argues that poverty in South Africa has two different faces, 
namely urban and rural poverty. The majority of poor people in South 
Africa live in rural areas. This point is also supported by Mbuli (2008) 
who states that poverty in South Africa has strong rural and regional 
dimensions.

Poverty in South Africa’s rural areas
The common judgment in the literature is that in South Africa, the majority 
of people living in rural areas are poor and the majority of the poor live 
in rural areas. In 2010/11, about 55.2% of people were living in rural areas 
and living in poverty, compared to about 22.07% of people in urban areas 
(Statistics South Africa, 2014b).

Poverty at provincial level
In 2011, the majority of the South African population (in seven out of the 
nine provinces) were living below the upper-bound poverty line (the level 
of relative deprivation below which people cannot afford the minimum 
desired lifestyle). As shown in Table 1, the highest poverty levels in 2011 
were found in Limpopo, where 63.8% of all residents were poor, followed 
closely by the Eastern Cape (60.8%) and KwaZulu-Natal (56.6%). The poor 
were only in the minority in the two provinces of Western Cape (24.7%) 
and Gauteng (22.9%) (Statistics South Africa, 2014b).

Table 1: Poverty measures by province

Headcount (P0) % Poverty Gap (P1) % Severity (P2) %

2006 2009 2011 2006 2009 2011 2006 2009 2011
WC 36.9 35.4 24.7 13.8 13.8 8.5 7.0 7.0 3.9

EC 69.2 70.6 60.8 34.1 36.7 27.2 19.7 22.6 15.3

NC 63.8 63.0 46.8 31.1 29.9 19.1 18.2 17.1 9.9

FS 53.2 61.9 41.2 22.0 28.4 17.5 11.4 15.8 9.3

KZN 69.1 65.0 56.6 35.7 33.4 25.5 22.0 20.6 14.4

NW 60.2 61.4 50.5 28.1 29.3 22.6 16.2 17.2 12.6

GP 32.4 33.0 22.9 11.3 13.1 8.1 5.3 6.8 4.1

MP 66.3 67.1 51.1 32.0 34.1 21.7 18.8 20.7 11.5

LP 74.4 78.9 63.8 36.8 44.4 30.0 21.9 28.6 17.3

Total 57.2 56.8 45.5 26.7 27.9 19.6 15.4 16.7 10.8

Source: Poverty Trends in South Africa, 2006-2011, Statistics South Africa (2014b)

Sources of income for the poor and non-poor
In 2009, the average annual income was R90 274 (Statistics South Africa, 
2012b). Of this figure,  
R63 801 was from salaries and wages, R11 819 was from self-employment 
and business, while R5 968 was from social grants. These (salaries and 
wages, income from self-employment and social grants) were the three 
major contributors to annual household income during the survey year. 
The average annual household income for non-poor households exceeded 
that of poor households for all income sources except social grants; it 
indicates that the poor people depend more on social grants compared to 
other sources of income, as illustrated in Annexure 2, Table i.
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Inequality
The Human Resource Development Strategy for South 
Africa (HRD-SA) was designed to complement a range 
of purposeful development interventions to achieve, 
amongst others, a reduction in the Gini coefficient 
(corresponding to a reduction in the inequality of wealth 
in the country). The Gini coefficient measures the extent 
to which the distribution of income (or, in some cases, 
consumption expenditure) amongst individuals or 
households within an economy deviates from a perfectly 
equal distribution. Annexure 1, Figure D illustrates that 
a Lorenz curve plots the cumulative percentages of 
total income received against the cumulative number 
of recipients, starting with the poorest individual or 
household. The Gini coefficient measures the area 
between the Lorenz curve and a hypothetical line of 
absolute equality, expressed as a percentage of the 
maximum area under the line. Thus a Gini coefficient of 0 
represents perfect equality, while an index of 100 implies 
perfect inequality (World Bank, 2013b).

South Africa’s Gini coefficient value for 2012 is 65.0 
according to World Bank estimates (World Bank, 2013b). 
Despite the notable improvement in the Gini coefficient 
value of 70.0 in 2008 to 65.0 in 2012, South Africa’s 
Gini coefficient/inequality is the highest in the world, 
for instance compared to Botswana (60.5), Brazil (52.7), 
Canada (33.7), Germany (30.6), and India (33.6) (Human 
Development Report, 2015).

The average household size in South Africa was 
3.8 people in 2011, and the 2010/11 Income and 
Expenditure Survey (IES) found that almost three 
quarters (73%) of all households owned the dwelling 
they were living in (even if they had not finished paying 
it off). In the year 2011/2012, the average household 
expenditure in South Africa was R95 183, a nominal 
increase of 70% from 2006 or a real increase of 25% 
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Figure 2: Average annual household income by population group
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Ethnicity

The average male-headed household had an income of 
R128 329 while the average female-headed household 
income was R67 330; which is less than half that of their 
male counterparts, (Refer to Annexure 1, Figure F). 

The Census 2011 results also revealed a significant 
difference in the average annual household income 
across the different population groups. According to 
results, 79.2% were Black/African, 8.9% were Coloured 
and White respectively, and 2.5% were Indian/Asian. 
Blacks/Africans had an average income of R60 613 per 
household whereas Whites were earning six times the 
income of Black/African counterparts with an average 
income of R365 134 per household. Although Indians/
Asians had the lowest population (2.5%), their average 
annual income was at R251 541 per household (Statistics 
South Africa, 2012a). During this period, the majority of 

in 2011 constant prices. With regard to access to basic 
services in 2011, almost nine out of every 10 (87%) 
households had electricity, almost three quarters (72%) 
of households had piped water (either inside their 
dwelling or in their yard), and more than six out of 
every10 (62%) households had access to a flushing toilet 
(Statistics South Africa, 2014).

Income inequality
Income inequality is defined as “the unequal distribution 
of household or individual income across the various 
participants in an economy” (Vanderbilt University, 
2013). Income inequality measures how much wealth the 
upper class of a country controls compared to the wealth 
of the lower class.

Census 2011 results confirm that men constituted 48.7% 
and women constituted 51.4% of the population, with 
the annual average income for 2011 being R103 204 
(Statistics South Africa, 2012a). 
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Blacks/Africans were employed in the informal sector or 
on a contract basis where there are no benefits or job 
security.

The Census 2011 results reveal that the rural provinces 
of Limpopo and Eastern Cape had the lowest average 
annual income at R56 844 and  
R64 539 respectively (Statistics South Africa, 2012a). 
In contrast, people in the urban provinces of Gauteng 
and the Western Cape had the highest average annual 
income at R156 243 and R143 460 respectively. One can 
argue that this is due to migration, where people relocate 
from the rural areas and look for work in the urban areas. 
Many national Government departments as well as major 
factories/firms are located in Gauteng and the Western 
Cape (Refer to Annexure 1, figure F).

Average annual household consumption 
expenditure in 2011
Average annual household expenditure was found to 
be R95 183 (Statistics South Africa, 2012b). Households 
headed by Blacks/Africans had an average annual 
household expenditure of R55 290, approximately half 
that of Coloured-headed households (R97 965), about 
a quarter that of Indian/Asian-headed households 
(R198 695) and about one sixth that of White-headed 
households (R314 524). 

When looking at the average annual income and the 
average annual household consumption expenditure of 
Blacks/Africans, it can be seen that they are left with only 
R4 663 for savings and emergency funds, as illustrated in 
Annexure 2, Table ii. On the other hand, Whites would 
have R50 606, which is almost the entire amount that is 
spent by Blacks/Africans. There is a mammoth inequality 
between many Blacks/Africans and Whites in terms of 
income and household consumption expenditure.

Consumption expenditure by province
Annexure 2, Table iii indicates that housing, water, 
electricity, gas and other fuels are the largest contributors 
to household consumption expenditure. The group 
represents 32.0% of total household consumption 
expenditure. Gauteng (35.2%), Eastern Cape (33.3%) 
and Mpumalanga (30.9%) were the highest spenders 
while Free State (25.6%), KwaZulu-Natal and North West 

(24.8% respectively) were the lowest spenders. One 
of the contributing factors to this expenditure group 
was the dramatic increases in electricity tariffs. When 
combined with consumption expenditure on food and 
non-alcoholic beverages (which is the fourth largest 
expenditure group by itself ), the two groups account for 
approximately half of all consumption expenditure in the 
country. Essentially, R1 out of every R2 spent by South 
African households goes towards housing and food 
(Statistics South Africa, 2012b).

Transport is the second largest expenditure group and it 
is estimated at R214 billion or 17.1% of total household 
consumption expenditure. The provinces that spent 
the most on transport were Gauteng (18.7%), North 
West (17.9%) and Limpopo (16.8%), while Eastern Cape 
(12.1%) spent less on transport. Although education 
and health are the most important items of expenditure 
for HRD, only 2.7% and 1.4% were spent on these two 
variables respectively (Statistics South Africa, 2012b).

The characteristics of poor and non-poor households 
differ in many respects. The average non-poor 
household had an annual expenditure of R129 383 in 
2011. As Figure 3 shows, R42 792 of their expenditure 
went on housing and utilities – the largest proportion 
by some margin. The second largest single category 
of expenditure in 2011 was transport, with an 
annual expenditure of R23 049. Expenditure on the 
miscellaneous category constituted R19 717 of the 
annual expenditure. On average, R14 020 was spent 
on food and non-alcoholic beverages by non-poor 
households (with approximately R1 out of every R10 
being spent on this category). The “other” category 
accounted for the remaining R29 804 of expenditure in 
2011.

In contrast, the average poor household spent R25 348 in 
2011, approximately five times less than the average non-
poor household. For poor households, the single largest 
category of expenditure was food and non-alcoholic 
beverages, accounting to R8 485 of all expenditure. 
Poor households spent R5 416 of their expenditure on 
housing and utilities, the second largest single category of 
expenditure. 
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Health
There is a direct link between poverty and health, and the two most 
common measures used are child mortality and life expectancy. The more 
a country is able to provide good nutrition, basic preventative healthcare, 
vaccinations and decent living conditions, the better it will perform in 
terms of child mortality and life expectancy.

The South African health system
South Africa’s low life expectancy and high infant mortality are evidence 
of challenges in the health system. The health outcomes are poor by world 
standards and the country faces several epidemics. The South African 
population is severely affected by HIV/AIDS, which impacts significantly 
on the economically-active labour force as well as the unemployed; this 
exacerbates the skills shortages in the economy.

Child mortality
The infant mortality rate (IMR) is defined as the probability of dying within 
the first year of life, and refers to the number of babies less than 12 months 
old who die in a year, per 1 000 live births during the same year. Similarly, 
the under-five mortality rate (U5MR) is defined as the probability of a 
child dying between birth and the fifth birthday. The U5MR refers to the 
number of children under five years old who die in a year, per 1 000 live 
births in the same year (Nannan, 2014:1).

As stated by Whiting (2013), it is recognised that the most important 
years within a child’s life are the first five years. This is due to the fact 
that a number of critical physical, cognitive, psychological and emotional 
developmental milestones are rapidly achieved during this period.

The infant mortality rate was estimated at 34.4 per 1 000 live births 
(Statistics South Africa, 2015c). Malan (2014) argues that the decline in IMR 
points to an achievement in general health and the living standards of the 
population.

There were 25 643 of the IMR in 2014 (Statistics South Africa, 2015d). 
The leading fatal disease was respiratory and cardiovascular disorders 
specific to the perinatal period with a total number of 3 707 deaths (which 
constitute 14.5%), followed by intestinal infectious diseases with a total 
number of 3 316 (12.9%) deaths, and influenza and pneumonia claiming 
2 301 (9.0%) lives. The top 10 causes of IMR in 2014 are presented in 
Annexure 1, Figure G. There were 34 262 deaths recorded for children 
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Table 2: Percentage of child mortality  
rates, 2005-2015

Year
Infant 

Mortality 
Rate

Under-Five 
Mortality 

Rate
2005 52.0 79.1

2006 51.8 78.2

2007 50.0 75.4

2008 48.4 71.6

2009 43.6 66.4

2010 41.0 59.5

2011 39.7 56.4

2012 39.0 54.0

2013 36.4 48.8

2014 35.3 46.5

2015 34.4 45.1

Source: Statistics South Africa (2015d) and South African 
Medical Research Council (2015)

under five years in 2014 (Statistics South 
Africa, 2015d). The leading fatal disease 
was intestinal infectious diseases claiming 
4 802 (14.0%) children, followed by 
respiratory and cardiovascular disorders 
specific to the perinatal period with a 
total number of 3 707 (10.8%) deaths, and 
influenza and pneumonia claiming 3 086 
(9.0%) lives. The top 10 causes of death 
in children under five years in 2014 are 
presented in Annexure 1, Figure H.

Table 2 shows that IMR has declined from 
52 per 1 000 live births in 2005 to 34 per 
1 000 live births in 2015; while the U5MR 
has declined from 79 per 1 000 live births 
in 2005 to 45 per 1 000 live births in 2015 
(Statistics South Africa, 2015d and South 
African Medical Research Council, 2015). 
The decline was attributed to better 
services being delivered to communities. 
The new democratic South Africa has 
made substantial progress in transforming 
the health sector. Primary healthcare 
has vastly expanded to more than 4 000 
clinics across the country and Government 
health services are free for children 
under the age of five and for pregnant 
and breastfeeding women. Remarkable 
progress has been made in rolling out 
antiretroviral (ARV) treatment. A national 
food fortification programme has also 
reduced the number of birth defects by 
more than a third.

Life expectancy
Life expectancy refers to the number of 
years a person is expected to live based 
on the statistical average. Life expectancy 
varies by geographical area and by era. 
The life expectancy for a particular person 
or population group depends on several 
variables such as their lifestyle, access to 
healthcare, diet, economic status and the 
relevant mortality and morbidity data. 
However, as life expectancy is calculated 
based on averages, a person may live for 
many years longer or less than expected 
(Mandal, 2014).

The country’s life expectancy is on the 
increase again after a significant drop 
to 52 in 2005 (Statistics South Africa, 
2015c). Statistics South Africa’s mid-
year population estimates put the life 
expectancy at 60.6 years for men and 64.3 
years for women (Statistics South Africa, 
2015c). Malan (2014) argues that the rise 
in life expectancy can be attributed to 

Table 3: Life expectancy, 2005-2015

Year Male Female Total
2005 52.1 54.7 52.0

2006 53.9 56.6 55.3

2007 56.2 58.8 57.5

2008 57.1 60.3 58.7

2009 58.0 61.3 59.7

2010 58.3 61.5 60.0

2011 58.3 61.1 59.7

2012 58.8 61.6 60.2

2013 59.7 62.8 61.3

2014 60.5 64.5 62.5

2015 60.6 64.3 62.5

Source: Statistics South Africa (2015d) and South African  
Medical Research Council (2015)
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two vital developments: the decrease in the number of 
AIDS-related deaths which can be associated with the 
increased roll-out of antiretroviral therapy (ART) and 
drop in IMR, which points to an improvement in the 
general health and living standards of the population.

The number of AIDS-related deaths is estimated to have 
decreased from 363 910 deaths in 2005 (51% of all 
deaths) to 171 733 deaths in 2014 (31% of all deaths). 
The IMR has fallen from an estimated 58 infant deaths 
per 1 000 live births in 2002 to 34 infant deaths per  
1 000 live births in 2015 (Statistics South Africa, 2015d).

Malnutrition
Malnutrition has a wide range of symptoms that are 
caused by a lack of a suitable intake of nutrients as 
reported by Health24 (2012). The symptoms vary 
according to which nutrients are deficient in a person’s 
diet. The implications are often seen in children in poor 
families. People who live in poverty do not have enough 
access to highly nutritious food. Primary malnutrition is 
often seen in infants and toddlers who live in poor, rural 
and informal settlements which have low levels of food 
security, education and income. It also impedes physical 
and mental development in older children and teenagers 
living in poor societies. “When undernourished 
teenagers fall pregnant and give birth to underweight 
infants, the vicious cycle of malnutrition, stunting and 
sub-optimal physical and mental development may be 
perpetuated for generations, with serious economic 
consequences due to loss of human capital” (Health24, 
2012). If malnutrition is not treated in infants and 
children, they may die or be permanently mentally and 
physically stunted, and they may never reach their full 
potential.

Lutge and Friedman (2010) state that the relationship 
between poverty and health and the impact of this 
relationship on other important infectious diseases, such 
as HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis (TB) and malaria is well known. 
These diseases are most common in people living in poor 
conditions because they lack the resources to maintain a 
healthy lifestyle.

“
If malnutrition is not treated 
in infants and children, they 
may die or be permanently 
mentally and physically 
stunted, and they may never 
reach their full potential.

Government intervention to reduce poverty
The South African Government faces many challenges 
today and poverty can be considered as one of the 
biggest concerns the country is facing. As described 
in the beginning of this section, poverty can also be 
understood as lack in an individual’s socio-economic 
capabilities. Its manifestations include factors that have 
both a social and economic impact on society. This 
broad approach to poverty allows for engagement with 
the reality of poverty and the combination of actions 
that should be taken to deal with it. The South African 
Government has taken a range of initiatives to develop 
strategies to eradicate poverty. This study highlights 
some of the initiatives and interventions undertaken by 
Government, including free schooling, feeding schemes 
in school, social grants, Reconstruction and Development 
Programme (RDP) houses and free healthcare services.

Free schooling
The Government has implemented new strategies in 
the education system which are aimed to close the 
divisions between well-resourced and poor schools. The 
Government’s newest strategy for turning education 
around is known as Action Plan to 2014: Towards the 
Realisation of Schooling 2025, which aims to improve 
learning and the work of teachers (SouthAfrica.info, 
2015). This strategy ensures that there are no divisions 
in schools and that all citizens have access to education 
at the institutions of their choice. It also ensures that 
learners have access to good quality textbooks and it 
will improve school infrastructure and strengthen school 
management.

“Teacher education and development programmes have 
also been strengthened, including funding for bursaries 
for trainee teachers. The education of the poorest of 
the poor remains a priority, and includes two notable 
programmes. One is no-fee schools, institutions that 
receive all their required funding from the state and 
so do not have to charge school fees. These have been 
carefully identified in the country’s most poverty-stricken 
areas” (SouthAfrica.info, 2015).

The Department of Basic Education (DBE) has committed 
to strengthening the progress already made in basic 
education by integrating the five priority action areas 
of the Global Action Programme into the strategic 
planning framework of the DBE. The priority areas 
include advancing policy, integrating sustainability 
practices into education and training environments 
(whole-institution approaches), increasing the capacity 
of educators and trainers, empowering and mobilising 
youth and encouraging local communities and municipal 
authorities to develop community-based education 
(SouthAfrica.info, 2015). This is aimed to ensure an 
effective educational system and to promote a free 
education system as one of the national goals outlined in 
the National Development Plan (NDP).
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The attendance at no-fee schools has increased sharply 
over the past decade. The percentage of learners aged 
five years and older who attended schools where no 
tuition fees were levied increased from 0.4% in 2002 to 
65.4% in 2014 (Statistics South Africa, 2015a).

Feeding schemes in schools
The School Nutrition Programme (now known as the 
Integrated Nutrition Grant) was initiated for young 
primary school children who are food deprived, 
thus enabling them to participate fully in their own 
educational development (Engelbrecht, 2005). 

Engelbrecht (2005) argued that half of South Africa’s 
children live with full-blown nutritional deprivation. 
“A national survey by the Department of Health in 
1999 found that more than half of South African 
children under the age of nine consume less than half 
the recommended daily amounts of energy, iron, zinc, 
calcium and vitamins A and C that their bodies need” 
(Engelbrecht, 2005). Children who are malnourished 
or even experiencing short-term hunger have limited 
capacity to learn. Approximately half of South Africa’s 
children thus have a reduced capacity to learn and may 
not be attending school because of malnutrition or 
temporary hunger.

School feeding programmes, where learners are given 
meals or snacks at school, are a way to reduce short-
term hunger and improve children’s nutrition so that 
they are better able to concentrate, understand and 
perform academically. Like many other food intervention 
programmes, free school meals are often seen as charity. 
However, Engelbrecht (2005) argues that school meals 
benefit more than just the children who are fed at school. 
Feeding children at school benefits the community and 
society at large.

In 2014, over three quarters (75.6%) of learners who 
attended public schools benefitted from school feeding 
schemes. Learners in Limpopo (94.0%), Eastern Cape 
(89.5%) and Mpumalanga (86.4%) were the most likely to 
benefit from this programme while learners in Western 
Cape 50.1% and Gauteng 51.5% were least likely to 
benefit from this type of programme (Statistics South 
Africa, 2015a).

Social grants
In order to reduce poverty and strengthen the economy, 
Government implemented a social grant system. Social 
grants are aimed to provide a basic income to those 
living below the average income levels. They comprise 
three categories: child support grants, old age pensions 
and disability grants. They play an important role in 
enhancing the incomes of the poor (Phaahla, 2015). 
Phaahla (2015) further stresses that, without social grants, 
the level of poverty would be much worse. Social grants 
are essential for lowering economic risks by providing 
basic income for the most vulnerable in society.

Since 2004, the number of South Africans dependent 
on social grants doubled from 8 million to 16 million in 
2014, principally as a result of the progressive extension 
of the Child Support Grant (Phaahla, 2015). Social grants 
must be seen against the backdrop of unemployment 
and poverty. Though social grants provide a source of 
income, recipients are still classified as poor. “The upper 
bound poverty line stood at R753 per capita per month 
in 2014” (Statistics South Africa, 2015b). This means that 
the level of income is below the average level of income 
per living standard. According to a survey conducted 
by the World Bank (in Phaahla, 2015), “The social grants 
dispensed by the State fill a big welfare hole, and they 
help reduce the level of poverty amongst the lower 
income groups at a cost of 3.8 as percentage of GDP”.

Reconstruction and Development Programme 
Housing Scheme
The aim of the RDP Housing Scheme is to enable the 
poor by providing them with access to houses, which 
in turn can be utilised as productive assets. According 
to Moser (in Mbuli, 2008), housing is a key asset for the 
poor, and can provide more than a place of shelter and a 
space for living. As an asset, a home is a potential source 
of income (for example, rooms can be rented), can 
serve as security for loans and as a place of work, thus 
providing women in particular with opportunities for 
economic activity. In essence, secure housing is essential 
for poverty reduction, in the sense that it can also serve 
to cushion the poor against the crushing impact of 
poverty. Various Government efforts have been initiated 
to ensure that the poor can access this productive asset. 
Adequate housing also plays a significant role in poverty 
reduction within the country as inadequate housing is 
one of the determining factors of poverty.

Healthcare system in public and private hospitals 
A study conducted by the South African Human Rights 
Commission (in Jumare, Kanayo & Stiegler, 2013) states: 
“As at 2007, 88% of South Africans were dependent on 
public healthcare services and in Eastern Cape; about 
86% of people in Eastern Cape were dependent on 
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the public health sector”. However, another study by 
Leatt et al. (in Jumare et al., 2013) found that four out 
of 10 children in an Eastern Cape rural site were denied 
their rights of access to primary healthcare. Poverty was 
mentioned as the main barrier to accessing healthcare 
services. It appears that the cost of transport is also 
a significant factor. Some studies reveal that the long 
waiting times at clinics and hospitals proved a strong 
disincentive for the poor to attend clinics ( Jumare et al., 
2013). It can be argued that the people in rural areas 
have been especially disadvantaged with regard to access 
to healthcare. This places a burden on the households 
to the detriment of their food security which further 
undermines their health. 

It is widely accepted that there have been serious 
shortcomings with the South African health system. This 
ranges from staff shortages and poor infrastructure, 
inadequate supplies of medical equipment, medicines 
and inadequate remuneration of staff. The consequence 
of this is that the healthcare personnel leave to seek 
better conditions. Also, the inequity in primary 
healthcare continues to increase which further paralyses 
the entire health system. The proposed national public 
health system is based on the principles of primary 
healthcare within a decentralised district health system. 
Dalrymple (in Jumare et al., 2013) states that this new 
approach employs the principle of distribution of 
resources equitably, meaning that those areas with least 
resources should be given most assistance. Furthermore, 
it places a greater emphasis on helping prevent the 
spread of disease and promoting good quality health 
rather than focusing on curative services.

Living conditions
The percentage of households connected to an 
electricity supply from the mains has increased 
consistently from 77.1% in 2002 to 86% in 2014. In 2014, 
the use of electricity as a source of energy for cooking 
was highest in Free State (89.4%), Western Cape (89.2%) 
and Northern Cape (85.3%) and lowest in more rural 
provinces such as Mpumalanga (76.6%), Eastern Cape 
(74.9%) and Limpopo (57%) where alternative fuels, such 
as wood, are, perhaps, more accessible and affordable 
(Statistics South Africa, 2015a). For more information on 
living conditions, refer to Annexure 3A.

Poverty and inequality in Brazil as a comparison
Due to the rapid growth experienced by this country 
in terms of urban development, industrialisation and 
population at the beginning of the twenty-first century, 
Brazil has faced a number of social, environmental and 
political challenges. However, it is also because of this 
growth that the country saw a reduction in poverty. 

In 2014, the poverty line for Brazil was estimated to be at 
7.4% and the Gini coefficient at 53.1 (World Bank, 2014). 
Sabry (2016) indicates that Brazil reduced poverty and 

inequality by introducing three central policies, namely 
Bolsa Família, Education Reform and the Minimum Wage.

Bolsa Família
The social welfare programme, Bolsa Família, was 
launched in 2003 by the Brazilian government under the 
leadership of President Lula da Silva. It resulted from the 
merging of a previous set of cash transfer programmes, 
resulting in reduction of administrative costs and 
bureaucratic complexity. Medeiros, Britto and Soares 
(2008) state that the beneficiaries are largely selected 
by municipalities through Brazil’s Department of Social 
Assistance. 

Children who are attending school are given a monthly 
allowance of approximately USD19. This is given to a 
maximum of five children. This applies to all families with 
per-capita income below the poverty line per month. 
In return, families commit to keeping their children at 
school and taking them for regular health checks. The 
allowance is given preferentially to a female head of 
household. Families withdraw the money using a debit 
card. The objectives of the system are to help to reduce 
current poverty through the direct transfer of funds 
to low-income families as well as to break the cycle of 
poverty passing from one group to the next, thus helping 
to reduce poverty (India-Brazil-South Africa Dialogue 
Forum, 2012).

Sabry (2016) argues that the programme alleviates 
short-term problems that result from poverty and helps 
to invest long term in health and education, thereby 
interrupting the cycle of poverty. The programme has 
significantly reduced extreme poverty and hunger, 
increased school attendance and decreased dropout 
rates.

Currently, Bolsa Família is the largest cash transfer 
programme in the developing world and it is an 
important source of income for the poor people in 
Brazil, contributing to a reduction in the number of 
people living in poverty (16%), and those living in 
extreme poverty by 33%, income inequality by 13% and 
improving school performance and the health condition 
of beneficiaries. Its total cost is only 0.39 of the GDP of 
the country (India-Brazil-South Africa Dialogue Forum, 
2012).

Annexure 1, Figure I illustrates that social assistance and 
welfare services have grown rapidly in South Africa in 
recent years. Mantshantsha (2016) states that about 
16.7 million South Africans receive social grants, which 
is up from 2.5 million in 1998 to 16.8 million in October 
2015. This figure is projected to reach 18.1 million in 
2018/19, growing at 2.2% a year over the Medium-Term 
Expenditure Framework (MTEF) period, mainly due to 
higher life expectancy and efforts to ensure all eligible 
children younger than 18 years of age benefit from the 
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grant. The Department of Social Development (DSD) 
is currently considering extending the Child Support 
Grant to age 23, partly because of the large number 
of child-headed households where older children take 
care of younger siblings. The Old-Age, War Veterans’, 
Disability and Care Dependency grants each increased 
by R10 per month from 1 October 2015 to bring the 
annual increase in line with long-term inflation. Over the 
spending period ahead, nearly R13 billion will be added 
to social assistance budgets to accommodate the increase 
in beneficiaries and ensure that the value of grants keeps 
pace with inflation. Social assistance expenditure will 
remain stable as a percentage of GDP (Mantshantsha, 
2016).

In the 2016 budget speech, Mr Pravin Gordhan 
mentioned that the expenditure on social assistance 
will increase from R129 billion in 2016 to R165 billion 
in 2018/19 (National Treasury, 2016). The Old-Age, 
Disability and Care Dependency grants will rise by R80 
to R1 500 in April 2016 and by a further R10 to R1 510 
in October 2016. The Child Support grant will rise by 
R20 to R350 in April 2016 and the Foster Care grant by 
R30 to R890.

Education Reform 
Sabry (2016) argues that Brazil has worked on expanding 
its educational system and improving its quality by 
increasing the public expenditure on education from 
2.7% of GDP in 1980 to 4.5% in the 2000s where most 
of the additional funds are directed towards primary 
education. The improved education system has resulted 
in better skilled workers and it leads to higher income. 

Sabry (2016) states that: “Improving the quality of 
education included setting ambitious targets for 
improvement and establishing a national assessment 
system. This national system today assesses progress by 
school, municipality, state and region in Brazil. Results are 
reported twice a year. They are published by local media 
and are available for citizens to access. Targets relate to 
enrolment and repetition rates and also include assessing 
students for proficiency in various subjects, with the 
aim of improving their scores in relation to international 
standards.” 

Minimum Wage
Sabry (2016) contends: “Brazil has had a minimum 
wage that applies to formal work, both in the public 
and private sectors, since 1940. After years of inflation 
and the decline in the value of the Real, the Brazilian 
government increased the minimum wage and 
determined that it would be adjusted annually based on 
the rate of inflation of the previous year and GDP growth 
in the preceding two years, rather than on the whims of 
president.” 

Sabry (2016) states that the value of the minimum wage is 
also tied to the value of social security benefits, meaning 
an increase in minimum wages also affects other groups, 
especially the pensioners and the unemployed. The 
introduction of the minimum wage has contributed to a 
reduction in gender and racial disparities.

In June 2011, the Brazilian government launched a 
multi-billion dollar social welfare programme called Brasil 
sem Miséria (Brazil without Misery) in response to the 
Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics’ (IBGE) 
poverty figures (O’Connell, 2013). The programme 
was aimed at eradicating extreme poverty in Brazil by 
2014. The programme was a success. This was stressed 
by the IBGE report which stated that “the richest 20% 
of Brazilians saw a decrease in their share of wealth over 
the past decade, whilst the poorest 20%, on the other 
hand, increased their share of wealth from 2.6% to 3.5% 
during the same period.” The Brazil without Misery 
Programme plans to extend the reach of the Bolsa Família, 
a cash transfer programme, and bring together a host of 
schemes targeting health, education and infrastructure 
under one umbrella. President of Brazil, Dilma Rousseff’s 
goal is to include a further 320 000 people by the end of 
the year.

The government has enacted the Busca Ativa (Active 
Search) strategy to ensure that benefits reach families 
who may not yet have received them due to geographical 
isolation, lack of information and administrative 
shortcomings. The strategy was aimed to ensure that 
the state reaches out to poor and marginalised people. 
This not only assisted Brazil to reach disadvantaged 
people, but it also helped Brazil to take steps to eradicate 
poverty and exclusion in society.

©iStock.com/Grobler du Preez
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The quality of education indicator is informed 
by HRD-SA’s goals, namely, “An improvement 
in South Africa’s Human Development Index 

(HDI), and the country’s global HDI ranking.” (United 
Nations Development Programme, 2013). The HDI is 
a summary measure for assessing long-term progress 
in three basic dimensions of human development: a 
long and healthy life, access to knowledge and a decent 
standard of living. This is in line with the country’s 
constitutional agenda as reflected in the Preamble of 
the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, as 
adopted in 1996, which states that it “aims to improve 
the quality of life of all citizens and free the potential of 
each person”. Furthermore, in Section 29 of the Bill of 
Rights, which refers to basic rights involving education, 
the Constitution states that “everyone has the right to 
basic education, including adult basic education”, and 
the right to “further education, which the State, through 
reasonable measures, must make progressively available 
and accessible”.

From the definition of the HDI and the basic 
constitutional rights outlined above, it should be 
noted that the improvement of the country’s HDI is a 
critical multidisciplinary effort. The improved quality 
of education will lead to an improved human resource 
capacity, quality of life, expanded personal freedom in 
terms of potential, economic participation of people 
and potential growth of the economy. The improved 
quality of education and improved access thereto, is 
particularly crucial for the historically disadvantaged 
and poor majority in our society. A number of other 
interconnected factors and conditions play a critical role 

in the improvement of quality of education. These factors 
include amongst others; equity, historical class and race.

In 2011 and 2012, South Africa’s HDI value was 0.63 
(medium human development category), placing the 
country at 121 out of 187 countries in terms of HDI 
rankings. Over a period of 32 years; between 1980 
and 2012, South Africa’s HDI value increased by 10.4% 
from 0.57 to 0.629. The latest HDI released in 2014 
is 0.66. Figure 4 shows a steady improvement in the 
country’s HDI between 2005 and 2013 (United Nations 
Development Programme, 2013c).

Figure 4: Trends in South Africa’s human development index ranking, 2005-2013
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“
At about 7% of
Gross Domestic 
Product, the 
Government’s 
spending on 
education has 
increased in the last 
few years.

Despite the notable improvement in the 
HDI rankings (from 0.61-0.66 from 2005-
2013), South Africa remains in the middle 
category which is assigned to developing 
countries (Statistics South Africa, 2013). 
A significant effort is required in order to 
improve the country’s global HDI ranking. 
A recent article titled the South Africa’s 
Education Crisis: The Quality of Education 
in South Africa 1994-2011 revealed that 
the HSRC had come to the conclusion 
that the quality of education and learning 
in South Africa was fair in comparison to 
other poorer countries (Spaull, 2013). The 
South African Government’s spending on 
education has significantly increased in the 
last few years to improve, amongst other 
things, the quality of education, increase in 
enrolments, infrastructure improvements 
and increased funding for poor students 
(Statistics South Africa, 2013).

Despite this, the ordinary schooling 
system (Grade R to Matric) has not 
fulfilled the post-school education 
and training (PSET) requirements and 
expectations. This is made evident 
through the high dropout rates, grade 
repetition, failure rates in the schooling 
system, poor performance in the first 
year of study, low or poor student 
participation rates, and low throughput 
and outputs mostly at universities. The 
challenges are rooted in the neglected 
early childhood development sub-sector; 
poor teacher/practitioner training, 
development and commitment; and 
curriculum policy uncertainties and 
implementation problems. Low teacher 
effort is often considered one of the 
most serious problems in South African 
schooling (National Planning Commission, 
2011).

“Quality is at the heart of education, and 
what takes place (value) in classrooms 
and other learning environments is 
fundamentally important to the future 
well-being of children, young people and 
adults” (World Education Forum, 2000). 
Despite some of the challenges in many 
parts of the world, including South Africa 
and Africa at large, since the 1990s there 
has been a noticeable and significant 
paradigm shift from issues of school 
access, enrolment and retention, amongst 
others, “to a concern on educational 
outcomes and quality, and to addressing 
what and how children learn once they are 
in school (Alexander, 2008).

The quality of education has a direct 
influence on a range of vital future goals 
and benefits in society, and has become 
an important common concern for the 
world community. Together with health, 
quality education is at the centre of 
HRD or capacity in a society. Quality 
of education goes beyond access to 
education in general. “Those who have 
invested large amounts of energy securing 
national and international commitments 
to increased access to education have 
won only one step in the larger battle for 
providing access to quality education for 
all children. If ‘access’ to schools does not 
provide ‘access’ to improved life chances, 
then this is of questionable value. A 
quality education must provide the basis 
for social and economic participation 
and the strengthening of socio-economic 
development and of democracy.” 
(Metcalfe, 2008).

The following pillars, which constitute the 
crux of quality of education, can easily be 
deduced from the above:
 - A clear and coherent policy framework 

on curriculum in the system
 - A strengthened early childhood 

development system
 - A comprehensive, integrated, and 

strengthened teacher and lecturer 
training and development focus 
(including training on pedagogical 
content) across all education sectors

 - Good governance, learning, 
management and development 
support systems and material and 
infrastructure
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All the above pillars are necessary to 
enable optimal learning of relevant, 
clearly defined and researched content 
matter; competent teaching; and accurate 
assessment. Some of these pillars require 
close attention as they form the core of 
what constitutes quality of education in 
general and the strong human resource 
capacity of a society. Although there 
are other external forces that affect the 
performance and outcomes of the system, 
the above pillars make a significant 
contribution to the quality of education, 
and ultimately to that of the human 
resource capacity in the country.

Quality of education and human 
resource development
The general quality of education in South 
Africa is a major national concern. This is 
because it is an important component of 
HRD, and ultimately, critically important 
for South Africa’s broad development 
agenda. Quality of education has a direct 
influence on the state of human resource 
capacity for the country. Although 
the country’s present reality in HRD 
to a significant extent reflects the past 
imbalances such as access and class/racial 
inequalities, and the fact that quality 
education requires a comprehensive 
and stakeholder-wide commitment, 
the picture does not reflect the current 
national effort, improved commitment 

and investment interventions towards key 
targets in this crucial sector in our society. 
According to the HRD-SA, Schooling 
2025 and the NDP, one of the key aims 
is to increase the number of high school 
learners who pass mathematics with a pass 
mark of at least a 50% (Human Resources 
Development Council, 2010).

Other important targets related to 
improving human resource capacity in 
general should include reducing the 
dropout rates throughout the schooling 
system; strengthening articulation 
between schooling, post-schooling and 
industry; increasing investment in training 
and development across the system; and 
stimulating interest in the primary sectors 
of the economy, including agriculture and 
manufacturing, amongst other goals.

Millennium development goals
The Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) are the world’s time-bound 
and quantified targets for addressing 
extreme poverty in its many dimensions 
– income poverty, hunger, disease, lack 
of adequate shelter, and exclusion-while 
promoting gender equality, education, 
and environmental sustainability. Goal 2 
of the MDGs gives emphasis on the 
improvement of universal primary 
education.

Goal 2: Achieve universal primary 
education (United Nations, 2015):
 - The primary school net enrolment rate 

in the developing regions has reached 
91% in 2015, up from 83% in 2000.

 - The number of out-of-school children 
of primary school age worldwide has 
fallen by almost half, to an estimated 
57 million in 2015, down from 100 
million in 2000.

 - Sub-Saharan Africa has had the best 
record of improvement in primary 
education of any region since the 
millennium development goals were 
established. The region achieved a 
20% increase in the net enrolment rate 
from 2000 to 2015, compared to a 
gain of 8% between 1990 and 2000.

 - The literacy rate amongst youth aged 
12 to 24 has increased globally from 
83% to 91% between 1990 and 2015. 
The gap between women and men has 
narrowed.

Early childhood development – a 

©iStock.com/Monkeybusinessimages
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foundation for the system
A growing body of international evidence shows that appropriate 
investment in early childhood development (ECD) can positively impact 
on national health, education and socio-economic outcomes, thus 
significantly benefiting society as a whole. The science of ECD tells us 
that a strong foundation in early childhood lays the groundwork for 
responsible citizenship, economic prosperity, healthy communities and 
successful parenting of the next generation. A weak foundation can 
seriously undermine the social and economic vitality of the nation. In 
other words, ECD is a potential game changer (Ilifa Labantwana, 2013). 

Reports on educational achievement in South Africa demonstrate that 
far too many of our school-going children are performing very poorly, 
often failing to acquire functional numeracy and literacy skills. The learning 
deficits that children accumulate in their early years are not “remediated” 
by schooling. Rather, they continue to grow over time until they become 
insurmountable. Research shows that children who participate in quality 
ECD programmes at an early age are more ready to learn when they begin 
school and are less likely to repeat grades or drop out of school (Ilifa 
Labantwana, 2013).

Figure 5 shows that in 2009, only a total national average of 43% of 
children under the age of five were able to access this important phase of 
schooling.
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Figure 5: Percentage of three- to five-year-old children attending an early childhood development facility by province, 2009 to 2012
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The number of three- to five-year-old children attending an ECD facility 
increased from 60% in 2009 to 67% in 2012 (Department of Basic 
Education, 2012). This is an action plan to 2014 indicator that is the shared 
responsibility of the DBE and the DSD.

The variation between provinces is not significant. In 2012, Gauteng 
(77%), Free State (75%) and Limpopo (75%) had the highest percentage 
of children aged three to five years old that were attending an ECD facility. 
KwaZulu-Natal had the lowest percentage of this cohort attending an ECD 
facility at approximately 54% in 2012 
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General basic and secondary education – failure to 
master the basics
Based on the Trends in International Mathematics and 
Science Studies (TIMSS) and Progress in International 
Reading Literacy (PIRLS), South Africa continues 
to perform poorly against all classes (developed, 
developing and under-developed countries). 

The concerns were noted as follows:
 - Of the 50 countries (mainly rich and middle-income 

countries) students tested in Grade 8 mathematics 
and science, South Africa came last in the TIMSS in 
2003 (Spaull, 2013). 

 - Of the 40 countries (mainly rich and middle-income 
countries) students tested in the PIRLS Grade 5 
reading and literacy in 2006, South Africa came last. A 
sum of 78% of the South African student participants 
did not reach the low international benchmark 
(Spaull, 2013).

 - In tests conducted in 15 sub-Saharan countries in 
2007 by the Southern and Eastern Africa Consortium 
for Monitoring Educational Quality (SACMEQ), South 
Africa ranked tenth out of 15 for Grade 6 reading and 
eighth for Grade 6 mathematics. Countries such as 
Tanzania, Kenya, Swaziland, and Zimbabwe achieved 
better results even though South Africa had a lower 
pupil per teacher ratio, better access to resources 
and more qualified teachers in comparison to these 
countries (Spaull, 2013). 

 - The findings were based on statistical analysis 
and comparisons on the national datasets from 
the Annual National Assessments (ANA). The 
international TIMMS and PIRLS and the continental 
SACMEQ competency tests provided an interesting 
perspective on the South African schooling system 
in comparison to other African countries. This clearly 
highlights areas where improvements are needed. 
The findings showed that South Africa still faces 
the reality of two different education systems, a 
dysfunctional schooling system (75%) and a functional 
schooling system (25%), which are very different in 
their respective performance (Spaull, 2013). 

 - The country has introduced some significant 
interventions since 2010, namely, ANA which test 
learner competences in the primary grades. The 
ANA provides a comparable measure of student 
performance at the primary school level which 
enables the DBE and parents to hold teachers and 
schools accountable, and also provides benchmarks 
for grade-appropriate achievements making it 
possible to provide targeted support to specific 
schools, teachers and learners. There is also the 
workbook initiative which provides every child 
in primary school with high quality workbooks in 
languages and mathematics. In 2012, based on the 
ANA administered to all phase-exiting school grades, 
namely Grade 3, Grade 6 as well as Grade 9, results 

indicate a serious lack of numeracy skills in all three 
grades (Department of Basic Education, 2012).

 - While there was a steady improvement in learner 
performance from 60.6% in 2009 to 73.9% in 2012, 
the quality of the Matric pass rate has been vigorously 
debated over the past few years. The debate centres 
on the declining numbers of mathematics and science 
candidates writing the National Senior Certificate 
(NSC) (Department of Basic Education, 2012). 
The steady improvement at the NSC level is also 
demonstrated by “a steady increase in the proportion 
of learners with a bachelor’s pass from 19.9% in 2009 
to 26.6% in 2012, an increase of approximately 7%” 
(Department of Basic Education, 2012). The 2015 
NSC results revealed a Matric pass rate of 70.7%, 
which is a decrease compared to the 2014 result 
which was 75.8%.

 - Only about 12.5% of learners passed Matric 
mathematics with at least a 50% pass mark in 2014 
(Department of Science and Technology, 2014).

Growing pressure on the education system from the 
increased number of migrants and immigrants 
Phakathi (2014) states that the number of pupils enrolled 
in schools in the Western Cape has grown significantly 
over the past five years as pupils from other provinces 
migrate in search of better education opportunities. The 
influx has put a strain on resources, forcing the province 
to rethink its infrastructure strategy to accommodate 
them. Moving from one province to another is 
accompanied by challenges in terms of adaptation and 
settlement, which consequently delays the process of 
finding an appropriate educational institution, hence the
learner ends up registering late. This influx does not only 
put pressure on the education officials to assist with the 
placement of new learners who want to register when 
classes have commenced, but it also disrupts teaching 
and learning time and the flow of the curriculum in 
the classroom. The challenges the provincial education 
department faced in finalising the late enrolment of 
learners was made even greater by the specific areas 
into which learners migrated. This placed strain on the 
resources within these hotspot areas and the availability 
of space at schools.

Patel (2015) states that the increase of immigrants in 
South Africa presents a perceived problem in public 
schools as many poor and uneducated South Africans 
remain neglected in the townships while immigrant 

“
In the past few years, there 
has been very significant 
expansion of independent 
schooling in South Africa. 
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numbers increase. This has resulted in xenophobic attitudes in schools, which is 
simply unacceptable because South Africa is seen as a rainbow nation.

The expansion of independent schooling
In the past few years, there has been very significant expansion of independent 
schooling in South Africa. The DBE figures point to growth of 1.4% in learner 
enrolment in public schooling during the decade of 2000 to 2010, as 
compared to 75.9% growth in independent school enrolments (albeit from 
a much smaller base). Between 2009 and 2012 alone, 118 295 more learners 
entered independent schools. In terms of schools, the public school sector 
has actually been shrinking; between 2000 and 2010 the number of public 
schools declined by 9%, while the number of independent schools (again, from 
a much smaller base) grew by 44%. However, it is likely that the official figure 
is an undercount of the private or independent schooling sector. As in many 
developing countries, the official databases are not accurate or up to date. The 
Independent Schools Association of Southern Africa (ISASA) estimates that in 
2013 there were more than 2 500 independent schools in South Africa (Spaull, 
2013). The statutory quality assurance body, Umalusi, has recently estimated 
that there are 3 500 independent schools that they have to assure the quality 
of (Spaull, 2013).

Matric pass rate for 2015
Table 4: Cohort Matric pass rate over the past five years 

Year
Learners 

Who Wrote 
Matric

Pass Rate
%

Cohort 
Enrolment 
In Grade 2

Cohort Pass 
Rate %

2011 496 090 70.2 944 977 36.8

2012 511 152 73.9 1 012 892 37.3

2013 562 112 78.2 1 111 858 36.4

2014 532 860 75.8 1 109 201 36.4

2015 667 925 70.7 1 118 690 42.2

Source: Equal Education (2016) 

The Minister of the DBE, Honourable Angie Motshekga, 
released the 2015 NSC results, revealing a Matric pass 
rate of 70.7%. However, the official pass rate does not 
tell the full story. A large percentage of students drop 
out before they write the Matric exams: “For a broader 
perspective and context on the overall Matric pass, one 
should use a cohort Matric pass rate” (Equal Education in 
writer, 2016). The cohort Matric pass rate is defined as 
the percentage of learners in Grade 2 who pass Matric 
10 years later. Of the 1 118 690 Grade 2 cohort class 
enrolment, only 667 925 students made it to the Matric 
final exams, indicating a dropout rate of 40%. The 2015 
cohort Matric pass rate, which could be referred to as 
the true pass rate, is therefore 42.2%. Table 4 shows 
the cohort Matric pass rate over the last five years using 
Equal Education’s calculations (Writer, 2016). 

©iStock.com/Rawpixel LTD
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Figure 6: Matric National Senior Certificate mathematics results,  
2011-2015
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Figure 7: Matric National Senior Certificate physical science results,  
2011-2015
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Figures 6 and 7 show that 53 573 (20.3%) mathematics learners and 42 502 
(22%) physical science learners passed with a score higher than 50%. The 
proportion of those learners achieving above 60% was almost half of this, 
with just over 31 000 (12%) mathematics learners and close to 24 000 (12.8%) 
physical science learners achieving a score higher than 60% ( Juan & Reddy, 
2016).

There was a steady increase in the numbers (and percentages) of learners 
achieving scores above 50%, from 2011 to 2013. These numbers (and 
percentages) dropped in 2014 and improved slightly in 2015, although not to 
the 2013 levels ( Juan & Reddy, 2016).

While the country boasts a high number of bachelor passes (166 263 in 2015), 
the pool of students with mathematics pass rates that meet university criteria 
to access the science, engineering, technology (SET) and health-related courses 
is only around 30 000. There is a shortage of professionals in the science, 
engineering, medicine and commerce sectors, and with only 30 000 students 
potentially accessing these areas, the graduate output in three or four years will 
not adequately alleviate the skills shortage.

Juan and Reddy (2016) argue that as they follow the Matric examination 
debates, they must also include statistics on the number of mathematics passes 
above the 60% mark so that they can keep track of how many learners are able 
to access key tertiary qualification areas which are experiencing labour market 
shortages.
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Minister Motshekga said that one of 
the key decisions in the year 2015 was 
to encourage the provinces to progress 
or condone learners who had repeated 
Grade 11 more than once. These are 
referred to as progressed learners who 
are over-aged. This provides them with 
extra support to complete their Matric 
NSC examinations. This also allows them to 
“modularise” their examinations, meaning 
that they write some of the examinations 
in November 2015, and the rest in June 
2016 (Matshediso, 2016).

“Consequently, in 2015 we saw the largest 
number of progressed learners since 
the policy was promulgated in 2013. An 
analysis of the raw data on progressed 
learners paints an extremely interesting 
picture. For the class of 2015, there were 
65 671 progressed learners, which was 
9.8% of the total number of full-time 
candidates registered for the 201 NSC 
examinations,” said the Minister. Of these 
progressed learners who wrote the 
examinations, 22 060 passed the 2015 
NSC examinations, which represents 
37.6% of all progressed learners 
(Matshediso, 2016).

Minister Motshekga also stated that some 
3 297 progressed learners obtained 
bachelor passes, meaning these potential 
dropouts now had the opportunity to 
go to university. A total of 8 473 of the 
progressed learners obtained diploma 
passes, and 10 264 obtained higher 
certificate passes. “There was a total of  
1 081 distinctions attained by progressed 
learners, and these ranged from a total 
of 40 in mathematics, to 30 in physical 
science, and 31 in accounting. These 
are the often difficult gateway subjects,” 
according to Minister Motshekga as stated 
by Matshediso (2016).

Analysis of mathematics and physical 
science pass rate
Prof. John Volmink, Chairman of the 
Umalusi Council, has advanced a number 
of factors that are believed to have 
previously pushed the pass rate down. 
Amongst these are that more people 
wrote Matric including a substantial 
number of pupils who failed Grade 11  
but were “progressed” to Matric, better 
marking due to training and protocols 
put in place, and greater vigilance when 
it comes to cheating. Although this was 
not picked up by external moderators, 
Prof. Volmink also speculated that with 
the introduction of the new curriculum 
for Matric in 2014, examiners had 
anticipated a disaster, so were cautious in 
the exams they set. With a second year of 
Matric pupils on the new curriculum, the 
papers were more reflective of what the 
curriculum demanded. At the top of the 
list of causes, though, said Prof. Volmink, 
was simply that 2015’s NCS papers were 
more difficult (Paton, 2016).

Analysis from the diagnostic reports
Mathematics 2014
Mathematics Paper 1 had a good 
distribution of questions across the 
cognitive levels and candidates coped well 
with the paper. However, some candidates 
did not show how they reached the 
answers. Learners should be encouraged 
to show all working steps in their answers 
instead of simply providing the answers 
(Department of Basic Education, 2014).

The report also reveals that most 
candidates struggled to determine the 
derivative using the principles, even 
though this problem had been highlighted 
in previous diagnostic reports. Teachers 
are encouraged to drill and practise 
the rules of differentiation correctly. 
Teachers are also encouraged to integrate 
differential calculus with other sections 
in mathematics (Department of Basic 
Education, 2014).

With regard to mathematics literacy, 
the introduction of the Curriculum and 
Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) 
in 2014 has resulted in a change in the 
format of the mathematical literacy 
question papers. All questions are set 
in context based on real-life scenarios. 

“
There is a shortage of 
professionals in the 
science, engineering, 
medicine and 
commerce sectors. 
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In Paper 1 all contexts are familiar, but Paper 2 should 
have at least one unfamiliar context as stipulated in the 
CAPS document. Subsequently, candidates’ performance 
decreased (Department of Basic Education, 2014).

Mathematics 2015
Mathematics Paper 1 was a fair and well-balanced 
paper. Weaker candidates had a fair chance to pass. It 
was more difficult to achieve distinctions, and it seemed 
as if distinctions for this paper would be achieved 
only by those learners who had the ability to apply 
their mathematical knowledge (Department of Basic 
Education, 2015).

The responses to the questions were better than in 
previous years. It was evident from the marking process 
that more candidates managed to pass and get some 
marks in the majority of the questions. The algebraic skills 
of the candidates were poor because they could not 
do the basic mathematics of Grades 8, 9 and 10. If this 
problem can be rectified, candidates will perform much 
better in the Matric examination. Solving inequalities 
is still an area of concern. Problem-solving and non-
routine, unseen questioning should be an integral part 
of classroom teaching (Department of Basic Education, 
2015).

Physical science 2014
In Physical Science Paper 1 and Paper 2, candidates 
performed very well in answering questions on vertical 
projectile motion, momentum and the Doppler effect 
(questions three, four and six in Paper 1) and organic 
chemistry (questions two, three and four in Paper 2). 
They also performed very well in acids and bases, a 
new topic in CAPS. Despite the relatively stronger 
performances in questions three, four and six of 
Paper 1 in comparison to other questions, as noted 
in previous Diagnostic Reports, many candidates still 
lacked understanding of the basic concepts, conceptual 
interpretation of questions and basic calculation skills 
(Department of Basic Education, 2014). 

The majority of candidates battled with definitions, 
particularly in question 9.4.1 of Paper 1, a question 
for which they earned very few marks. Learners lacked 
mathematical skills related to graphs and trigonometry. 
Questions involving scientific explanations also posed 
extensive problems for candidates. Lack of skills to 
interpret and analyse data to answer questions which 
required explanations led to poor performance in 
question five and six of Paper 2. Another contributing 
factor was lack of skills to perform stoichiometric 
calculations (Department of Basic Education, 2014). 

©iStock.com/monkeybusinessimages
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Teachers were advised to make greater use of short, formative assessment tasks 
in order to reinforce basic concepts and principles. This can be used to good 
effect in content relating to definitions listed in the examination guideline. The 
prescribed experiments in CAPS should be done by the learners so that they 
are able to enhance the applicable skills, for example in the analysis of data 
(Department of Basic Education, 2014).

Physical science 2015
In physical science, questions on Newton’s laws of motion; work, energy and 
power; the Doppler Effect and electrodynamics (questions two, five, six and 
10) were generally well answered. However, candidates did not perform well 
in questions four (momentum and impulse), eight (electric fields), nine (electric 
circuits) and performed very poorly in question 11 (photo electric effects). 
Overall, the Grade 11 work was poorly understood (Department of Basic 
Education, 2015). 

Repetition in schooling
The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation 
(UNESCO) (1998) defines education wastage as “missed opportunities for 
individuals, communities, entire nations and regions of the world.” (United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation, 1998). Grade 
repetitions in primary and secondary schooling deny opportunities for other 
learners and also result in wasteful expenditure for the state.

Figure 8: Percentage of repeaters at primary and secondary schooling
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According to Figure 8 above, an average of 7% of students repeat the 
primary school grade that they were enrolled in during the previous year, 
which is higher than the average level for developing countries (5%) as well 
as developed countries (1%) (Statistics South Africa, 2012). This affects future 
academic performance and starts showing up in Grade 8 and continues up 
to Matric, with Grades 10 and 11 being the worst off (Statistics South Africa, 
2012d).

The dropout and repeater rates in Grades 10 and 11 are largely due to the fact 
that students are not acquiring the foundation skills they should have acquired 
in earlier grades. Consequently, problems with NSC performance and dropouts 
just before Matric are actually rooted in weak learning in primary school. 
Students carry their learning deficits with them as they get pushed through the 
grades only to fail in Grades 10 and 11 and Matric as schools do not want high 
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failure rates in Matric. However, the real 
problem lies in mastering basic skills in the 
earlier grades (Spaull, 2013).

Curriculum policy clarity and support – 
is it clear and sufficient?
Many challenges in South Africa’s 
education system are rooted in the 
confusion around curriculum policy. Poor 
clarity with regard to curriculum policy 
has been a problem within South Africa 
since 1994. These included replacing 
textbooks with workbooks and learner 
portfolios, a move away from the basics 
such as reading, writing and numeracy 
to the learner-centred approach of the 
new system. This policy confusion did 
not end there; it went on to the NCS 
and CAPS – causing significant confusion 
with administrators and teachers. This 
resulted in many good teachers leaving 
the profession (Mouton, Louw & Strydom, 
2012).

Although there have been noticeable 
policy interventions since 2010, through 
ANA and workbooks in languages and 
mathematics, the policy confusion has 
contributed immensely to the dismal 
performance of our education in the past 
20 years (Mouton et al, 2012).

According to the White Paper for 
Post-School Education and Training, the 
vocational training sector, particularly in 
respect of the apprenticeship system, was 
allowed to deteriorate since the mid-
1980s, resulting in the shortage of mid-
level skills in engineering and construction 
(Department of Higher Education and 
Training, 2013b). Much work has been 
done recently in terms of revising and 
modernising the system within the scope 
of the Technical Task Teams of HRDC.

Science of teaching: training of 
teachers, practitioners and lecturers
South Africa inherited a large teacher 
labour force from the apartheid education 
system. As a result, there were no teacher 

shortages and 97% of all teachers 
employed nationally were qualified to 
teach. However, the optimal utilisation of 
the teacher labour force is problematic 
across all provinces. This is evident in the 
performance of learners in national and 
international assessments which indicate 
that the high percentage of qualified 
teachers in South Africa does not impact 
positively on learner performance, as 
revealed by the 2011 National Education 
Evaluation and Development Unit Report 
(NEEDU) (Department of Basic Education, 
2011). This report found that teaching in 
Grades 1, 2 and 3 is inadequate, and does 
not properly equip the learners in literacy 
and numeracy (Department of Basic 
Education, 2012). 

The challenges include the lack of access 
to quality education and development 
opportunities for prospective and 
practicing teachers (Department of Basic 
Education, 2011).

According Honourable Angie Motshekga, 
Minister of the DBE, there are various 
research studies that highlight the poor 
quality of teachers and affect the quality 
of education in our country. “Pupils 
could not be expected to change their 
performance if teachers continued doing 
what they had always done. We like to see 
teachers being excited about learning on a 
lifelong basis, being on time, teaching and 
improving the quality of learning in their 
schools” (Department of Basic Education, 
2011).  

South Africa produces too few teachers, 
especially in key subjects such as 
mathematics and science. The teacher 
training system produces about one 
third of the country’s requirement of 
25 000 new teachers a year. It needs 
15 000 additional new teachers a year, 
particularly in scarce subjects (such as 
mathematics, science, commerce and 
technology). According to the reports 
released by the Spaull (2013), only two 
thirds of the current teachers spent 46% 
of their time in the classroom actively 
teaching and of those, hardly any teach 
on a Friday (Spaull, 2013). This situation 
is worsened by the fact that more than 
25% of the newly-qualified teachers 
immediately pursue other careers or 

“
Many challenges in South 
Africa’s education system are 
rooted in the confusion around 
curriculum policy. 
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emigrate. The poor quality of teaching is especially a 
problem for mathematics and science (South African 
Council for Education, 2011).

Reasons for teacher migration
Research has revealed that there is generally a high 
interest amongst South Africans to teach in foreign 
countries (Appleton, Morgan & Sives, 2006a). The 2005 
Commonwealth Survey revealed that 27% of newly 
qualified teachers in KwaZulu-Natal said that they had 
plans to teach abroad, and 48% in schools visited also 
expressed an interest in teaching abroad (Manik, Maharaj 
& Sookrajh, 2006). Further information on the reasons for 
teacher migration is reflected in Annexure 3B.

Post-school education and training – mediocrity and 
class/race inequalities perpetuated.
The country’s performance in the schooling education 
sub-sector has an adverse impact on the preparedness 
of learners for entry to the post-school education and 
training sub-sector and, of course, ultimately their 
readiness to enter the labour market. In 2014, the 
graduation rate for students differed widely across 
the 25 public higher education institutions in South 
Africa (Department of Higher Education and Training, 
2016). In addition, the average graduation rate of 
doctoral students stood at 13%, while those for master’s, 
undergraduate degrees and diploma students were 
22%, 16% and 19%, respectively. With regard to the five 
qualification types, the highest average graduation rate of 
44% was for students with a postgraduate degree below 
master’s level (Department of Higher Education and 
Training, 2016).

Rhodes University produced the highest graduation rate 
(82%) of postgraduate below master’s level qualifications, 
while the University of South Africa produced the 
lowest graduation rate (30%). The University of South 
Africa also produced the lowest graduation rates in 
undergraduate certificate and diplomas (13%) and (8%) 
for undergraduate degrees (Department of Higher 
Education and Training, 2016).

With regard to doctoral degrees, the University of the 
Free Sate, Walter Sisulu University and Stellenbosch 
University produced the highest graduation rate (16%), 
while the Vaal University of Technology produced the 
lowest graduation rate (3%). Although some of these 
results could be attributable to financial challenges, a 
significant percentage is primarily due to lack of academic 
preparedness and insufficient support from universities 
(Department of Higher Education and Training, 2016). 

Another existing factor is the continued impact of 
historical class and racial inequalities. According to the 
Council for Higher Education (CHE), after the end of 
apartheid, there was an urgency to widen access to 
quality education to all citizens. Although the goal of 
widening access to higher education for historically 
disadvantaged groups has to some degree been 
accomplished, the goal of equity in student performance 
for all race groups has not been attained and has become 
one of the critical factors facing the sector. Of critical 
concern, is that participation rates continue to vary vastly 
between racial groups, whereas many as 55-64% of the 
White cohort are enrolled for higher education, and as 
few as 12% of the Black/African cohort of the same age 
group (Coates & McCorrmick, 2014).

©iStock.com/monkeybusinessimages
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Furthermore, only 30% of the total first-time entering student intake had 
graduated, a further 56% of the intake had left their original institutions 
without graduating and 14% were still in the system – and possibly for a period 
twice the expected completion time of the programme. At best, the estimated 
completion rate is at 45% of those in the system (Macgregor, 2007). The HSRC 
study noted that only 15% of students completed their degrees in the allotted 
time (Macgregor, 2007). The analysis of throughput rates by race suggests that 
the yoke of inequality remains a heavy burden carried by many historically 
disadvantaged students in higher education (Macgregor, 2007). 

Are the graduates ready for work?
Primarily, there is strong absorption in some sectors, however, there is a 
mismatch or gap between what the world of work wants and needs and what 
graduates can offer. According to Jansen (2012), students are graduating 
from historically disadvantaged universities with a lack of basic skills such as 
reasoning, writing, and computing. This is supported by Prof. Nan Yield’s 
(former University of Cape Town’s Dean of Higher Education Development, 
and currently with DHET) statement: “New students flounder and fail or scrape 
through with marginal passes because of failure by their schools to adequately 
prepare them for university. These graduates lack basic general communication 
skills such as report writing and professional speaking” (Victoria, 2012). 
Although greater emphasis is placed on these skills at university, it is always a 
case of too little too late since foundational skills are learned in basic education 
and not at higher education levels (Victoria, 2012).

There is good reason to believe that the post-school education and training 
sector (higher education, TVET colleges and other skills development and 
training institutions) must work proactively with industry, business and 
Government to deliver appropriately skilled and capacitated graduates to 
meet the industry demand. The white paper also recognises the importance of 
partnerships between educational institutions and employers (Department of 
Higher Education and Training, 2013a).

The most directly affected category of school-going children are those from 
the poorest backgrounds, where dropouts before completing Matric are 
high. Children in the poorest households are nearly three times less likely 
to complete secondary schooling than children from the richest households 
(Statistics South Africa, 2010).
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The y-axis in Figure 9 represents the percentages of learners, ranging from 26% 
to 74%. The x-axis represents the quintiles from one to five. Figure 9 therefore 
shows that poverty and class inequalities play a major role in determining a 
child’s success at school. There is a huge gap in the success rate for scholars 
between Quintile 1 and Quintile 5, only 26% of learners in Quintile 1 succeed, 
which represents schools with free education, while 74% of learners in Quintile 
5 succeed, which represents the most expensive schools (Statistics South Africa, 
2010).

Despite all the seemingly negative statistics regarding the quality of education 
in the country, it is not all doom and gloom for the country’s schooling system. 
Graduates who acquire a qualification at post-school education level stand a 
good chance for an improved life and meaningful participation in the economy.

The exemption from payment of school fees is a mechanism Government has 
put in place to assist parents to access quality education for their children, 
irrespective of their background or financial constraints. The percentage of 
learners who attended no-fee schools increased from 62.4% in 2013 to 65.4% 
in 2014 (Statistics South Africa. 2015a). The percentage of learners who were 
exempt from paying school fees increased from 0.4% in 2002 to 65.4% in 
2014 with Limpopo at 92% and the Eastern Cape at 81.5% having the highest 
proportions of learners exempt from paying school fees. Learners who were 
least likely to benefit from the no-fee system were in Gauteng and the Western 
Cape (Statistics South Africa. 2015a).
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Figure 10 shows the percentage of unemployed South Africans with a Matric 
only. In 2008, approximately 76.3% of South Africans who did not have Matric 
were unemployed. The unemployment percentage increased from 2008 to 
2013, reaching 80.9% and then it dropped to 79.9% in 2014 (Statistics South 
Africa, 2015a).

The above figure confirms the existing deep-rooted challenges in the schooling 
system, particularly at the primary and secondary levels. The high level of 
dropouts coupled with unavailability of alternative training spaces appears to 
be an immediate area of concern. This situation presents challenging policy 
questions for the education and training system in the country. Unemployment 
levels in South Africa are extremely high, particularly amongst the youth. As 
stated by the Deputy Minister of Higher Education and Training, Mr DM 
Manana, more than three million young people in South Africa are 
unemployed and are also in no way undergoing formal education or training 
(Department of Higher Education and Training, 2015a).
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Cost of higher education
The rapidly rising costs of the different services and products that universities 
have to provide have led to steady increases in student outlays over the last 
decade (Makoni, 2014). 

The Government has tried to reconcile the need for more historically 
disadvantaged students to access higher education and the rising costs of a 
degree through the National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS). However, 
over the years students have complained that only a few of them are able 
to access loans and grants, and that for those who do actually get access, the 
amount of aid provided is often not sufficient to cover the study expenses at a 
top university (Makoni, 2014). 
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Figure 11: The rising cost of education - education CPI compared with headline CPI 
(annual rate of change)
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The figure above shows Statistics South Africa’s education inflation figures 
updated every March, based on fees charged by schools and tertiary 
institutions. The most recent update included in the latest Consumer Price 
Index (CPI) released shows that the cost of education rose by 9.3% in March 
2015 compared with March 2014. This is 5.3% higher than the headline CPI 
of 4.0%. The chart shows how education inflation has constantly outstripped 
general inflation (Statistics South Africa, 2014a).

National Student Financial Aid Scheme challenges
The NSFAS is funded by the Government to offer loans to poor students but, 
despite a steadily expanding annual budget, the scheme still experiences 
shortfalls per student yearly (Makoni, 2014).

As the cheapest source of funding for poor students, the fund provides loans 
to students whose parents cannot afford to pay for their studies. In addition, 
40% of the loans are converted to bursaries every year if a student passes all 
his or her courses (Makoni, 2014).

The Minister of Higher Education and Training, Dr BE Nzimande, has 
highlighted the inability or unwillingness of many students to pay back their 
loans as partly because of internal inefficiencies, but also the result of South 
Africa’s economic position (Whittles and Kekana, 2015). The NSFAS CEO, 
Msulwa Daca, said: “We are focusing on making sure that we call debtors, we 
chase them, we trace them and we take the legal steps necessary” (Whittles and 
Kekana, 2015).  Furthermore, NSFAS Chairperson, Sizwe Nxasana, stated they 
would also work on drawing back private sector donors who had pulled out 
because of the negative publicity around NSFAS (Makoni, 2014).
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The NSFAS loan has the potential to 
inject a significant growth to the pool 
of funds disbursed annually. All loan 
recipients of the scheme and society in 
general should be made aware of the 
importance of repayments. While there 
have been challenges on this front, much 
more vigilant and diligent action will yield 
positive results. Repayments of NSFAS 
loans can go a long way to provide funds 
to assist students who need financial 
support to further their studies at public 
higher education institutions (Department 
of Higher Education and Training, 2016).

The NSFAS board has put strategies in 
place in collaboration with other entities 
to recover money from debtors who are 
gainfully employed and who can give 
consent for deductions from their payroll 
or make other acceptable arrangements. 
The aim is to improve how we collect 
and thus maximise recoveries. Since the 
launch of the campaign in October 2015, 
R8.5 million was collected from 12 000 
first-time payers as a result of the new 
recoveries campaign (Department of 
Higher Education and Training, 2016).

A decision was taken to make repayment 
terms affordable because the majority 
of debtors come from low income 
households. Interest is only charged 12 
months after a student has completed 
studies by either graduating or dropping 
out. In addition to these new terms, 
repayments are now based on the salary 
that is earned and start once a salary is 
R30 000 or more is earned per year. This 
means that a debtor would start payment 
at 3% of the annual salary, increasing 
to 8% or more when the salary reaches 
R59 300 or more per year. For example, 
a beneficiary will pay back R900 a year 
on a salary of R30 000 a year, or R84 
per month. Interest is charged at 80% of 
the repo rate, which is the repurchase 
rate at which the Reserve Bank lends to 
commercial banks. NSFAS will continue 
to charge interest on all outstanding 
balances. It is therefore very important 
for beneficiaries to start repaying loans as 
soon as possible (Department of Higher 
Education and Training, 2016).

The response from Government
The report conducted by the Presidential 
Task Team on short-term and medium to 
long-term student funding reveals that 
the issue that led to massive protests 
at all South African universities is being 
addressed. The report highlights the 
President’s announcement in his statement 
on 8 January 2016 where he talked about 
the key decisions taken by Government on 
the short-term student funding challenges 
with the agreement of Universities South 
Africa (Presidential Task Team, 2015).

In the President’s statement on 8 January 
2016, it was announced that students 
who qualify for NSFAS funding will not 
be required to pay upfront payments or 
registration fees when registering for the 
2016 academic year. It was also stated 
that Government would reprioritise 
R5.482 billion of funding for the 2016/17 
financial year to be allocated to the 
NSFAS to provide for loans amounting to 
R2.543 billion to assist 71 753 identified 
students who qualified for NSFAS funding, 
but were either partially funded or not 
funded at all over the past three academic 
years. An additional allocation of R2.039 
billion will ensure that those students 
who are still in the university system in 
2016 are supported financially in order 
to enable them to continue and complete 
their qualifications (Presidential Task 
Team, 2015).

The above-mentioned funding is in 
addition to the R10 billion that NSFAS 
will administer in the 2016 academic year. 
The NSFAS will administer this additional 
funding in terms of their mandate and 
will communicate the relevant details to 
all universities by April 2016 (Presidential 
Task Team, 2015).

It is important to acknowledge that the 
higher education system is still reliant 
on student fees to provide affordable 
and quality education. A regulatory 
framework for managing future university 
fee structures and increases across 
the system will be developed and 
implemented for the 2017 academic year 
in consultation with universities and other 
key stakeholders (Presidential Task Team, 
2015).
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In addition, a process to develop a new 
funding model will be put in place, 
under the leadership of the Chairperson 
of the NSFAS Board. This new system 
will provide loans for students who do 
not meet the NSFAS criteria, but who 
require financial assistance to access 
higher education (the so called “Missing 
Middle”). This will be tested in the 2017 
academic year for full implementation in 
2018 (Presidential Task Team, 2015).

The report further states that a number 
of key messages should be uniformly 
communicated to students, parents, 
media and the public. These messages 
include the right to protest peacefully 
as enshrined in the Constitution and the 
responsibility for all students and student 
leaders and formations to avoid violence 
and the destruction of property during 
their protests. The constitution promises 
the right to further education (higher 
education and technical and vocational 
education and training), which the state, 
through reasonable measures, must make 
progressively available and accessible. This 
should be quoted and interpreted in as 
many media platforms as possible to mean 
that the state must make opportunities for 
learning available through expansion of 
the PSET system (growth) and accessible 
to all by ensuring that university fees are 
affordable for qualifying students and 
that academically deserving students are 
not denied access due to financial need 
(Presidential Task Team, 2015).

The report also states that the shortfall 
in 2016 due to the no fees increase has 
been addressed. All universities received 
letters informing them of their allocation 
in December 2015. The DHET was 
committed to transferring the first tranche 
in January 2016 to ensure that universities 
are able to manage their required cash 
flows. The DHET will work closely with 
National Treasury in order to ensure that 
at least an additional R2.4 billion is made 
available in the baseline allocation for 
universities for 2017/18 and beyond, in 
order to offset the 0% fee increase agreed 
to for 2016. In addition, a regulatory 
framework for managing future university 
fee structures and increases across the 
system to ensure the affordability of 
higher education will be developed for 
implementation (Presidential Task Team, 
2015).

Government successes 
In a country still struggling to overcome 
the legacy of apartheid education, 
data reflecting a four-fold increase in 
the number of Black/African graduates 
from South African universities since 
1991 has been hailed as an indication 
of a successfully transforming higher 
education sector. The then University of 
KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN) Vice-chancellor 
Malegapuru Makgoba, who headed one 
of the country’s largest contact universities 
with around 40 000 students, said that 
60% or 24 000 of the university’s students 
were currently Black/African and this was 
the result of a “long and careful process of 
planning and monitoring” at UKZN (Dell, 
2011). 

The fact that the growth in Black/African 
graduate numbers was taking place in 
formerly-White institutions was also 
a reflection of the greater capacity of 
those institutions to absorb increased 
numbers, combined with the need for 
transformation. Makgoba said that while 
the dropout rates across the tertiary 
sector should be “of concern” for all 
higher educational stakeholders, the de 
facto increase in Black/African graduates 
was an indication of improved access 
to tertiary education for Black/African 
students (Dell, 2011).

In 2014, Black/African students comprised 
68% of all students in public higher 
educational institutions studying through 
contact mode, followed by White 
students (19%). In both contact mode 
and distance mode, White students 
contributed the highest proportion of 
success rate, 89% and 74%, respectively, 
while Black/African students contributed 
the lowest success rate in both modes, 
80.3% and 67% respectively (Department 
of Higher Education and Training, 2015b).

The fact that universities had not 
coped with the full extent of demand 
for places was evident in the long 
queues of applicants outside a 
number of universities a few years ago 
registration processes. At the University 
of Johannesburg, in particular, it was 
reported that about 63 400 people had 
applied to study at the institution which 
could only offer 13 000 first-year places 
(Dell, 2011).
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International standing: literacy and numeracy 
Grade 6 learner achievements 
When evaluating South Africa’s Grade 6 leaner achievements, it is evident that 
we perform poorly compared to other regional countries in the continent. 
According to Figure 12 below, South Africa scores poorly and below the 
regional average against both the underdeveloped and developing countries 
in the sub-Saharan region in Africa.  
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Figure 12: South Africa’s regional standing – mathematics and literacy 
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Figure 12 above shows Grade 6 learners across 15 African countries who 
participated in a Mathematics and Read survey. The graph shows that Tanzania, 
Seychelles and Mauritius are countries with high Grade 6 learner achievements 
in mathematics and reading. South Africa is amongst the lowest performing 
countries on Grade 6 learner achievement followed by Uganda, Mozambique, 
Lesotho, Zambia and Malawi.

This is a low performance for a country that boosts a leading economy in 
Africa, just behind Nigeria, one of the fast-growing upper middle-income 
economies in the world, with a GDP of $400 billion. Despite the important 
position and support education enjoys from Government, in 2013 alone, 
spending on education represented 20% of the country’s total public spending 
and 4% of the country’s GDP which compares well with the average of 3.1% 
for developing countries and 2.9% in sub-Saharan Africa (United Nations 
Development Programme, 2013b).

South Africa’s situation regarding the compromised quality of education and 
its impact on healthy broad development is exacerbated by other factors 
such as the widening class inequalities, deep systemic inefficiencies, limping 
governance with poor accountability, and the corruption that exists within our 
society (United Nations Development Programme, 2013b).
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This report examines both the formal and informal 
employment sectors in relation to the skills sets 
required. To further understand the employment 

trends, patterns and the nature of skills required by the 
economy, the focus is on all sectors of the economy, 
namely the primary, secondary and tertiary sectors. 

Absorptive capacity is the capacity of an organisation 
to absorb an active labour force at all levels. The 
formal sector encompasses all jobs with normal hours 
and regular wages, recognised as income sources on 
which income taxes must be paid. The informal sector 
encompasses a wide range of labour market activities 
that combine two different groups. On the one hand, 
the informal sector is formed by the coping behaviour 
of individuals and families in an economic environment 
where earning opportunities are scarce. On the other 
hand, the informal sector is a product of rational 
behaviour of entrepreneurs who desire to escape state 
regulations.

Primary sectors are sectors that are heavily dependent 
on “natural capital”, such as agriculture, extractive 
industries, fishing and forestry. People in developing 
countries rely, to a large extent, on the primary sector 
for their employment and livelihoods. Over-exploitation 
and unsustainable extraction and use of these resources 
reduce their economic benefits and undermine the long-
term viability of the sector.

Secondary sectors are sectors that transform primary 
goods into finished products through manufacturing and 
processing. They are becoming increasingly important 

for economic growth in many developing countries and 
emerging economies because they have the potential to 
provide much value-add in terms of jobs and incomes for 
countries rich in natural resources.

Tertiary sectors are service sectors. They include 
the production of services such as information and 
knowledge products, transport, retail industries, tourism 
and social services. They tend to focus on services rather 
than on final products, but can still depend on the health 
of the natural environment, for example, industries such 
as tourism often depend on rich natural environments 
(tropical forest or attractive coastal areas).

Economic absorption
The issue of human resources supply and demand is 
intimately interwoven with the fate of South Africa’s 
economy and indirectly also with its political future. 
South Africa’s human resource dilemma can be 
summarised, in simple terms, as the reality of a vast 
oversupply of unskilled labour and simultaneously an 
undersupply of the skilled human resources required 
to operate a modern economy (Kibuuka & Van Aardt, 
1999).

According to the points of departure presented in 
the Growth Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) 
strategy, sustained growth on a higher plane requires 
a transformation towards a competitive outward-
orientated economy. The necessity of growth and 
job creation within the context of globalisation and 
international competitiveness will inevitably lead to 
intensified pressure for more highly skilled workers. 
This development has direct consequences for the 
demand for higher education. The historical trend in 
skill distribution amongst the formally employed in 
South Africa indicates that this demand is growing and 
will increase as the country takes up the challenges of 
globalisation (Kibuuka & Van Aardt, 1999).

From 1971 to 1994 there was a constant increase in the 
demand for high-level person power (labour intensity), 
while the demand for middle-level person power was 
declining. All economic sectors showed at least some 
degree of shift upwards from the lowest level of skills 
towards the middle (Wilson, 1994:94).

Fryer (2003) states that South Africa lost more than 890 
000 jobs and increased the number of skilled workers. 
This is the consequence of the well-documented 
acute apartheid era distortions which led to a current 
coordination failure where firms were locked into a 
mostly skill-intensive technology, with too few semi-
skilled and skilled Black/African workers.

The supply of skills has been growing rapidly, but 
demand has been growing even faster. The projections 
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in the United Kingdom (UK), for 
example, highlighted considerable 
growth anticipated for managers and 
administrators, professional occupations, 
associate professionals and technical 
occupations in the UK. This trend is 
expected to persist internationally 
for the foreseeable future (Wilson, 
1994:94). Kibuuka and Van Aardt (1999) 
projected that the numbers of technically 
skilled people required annually go far 
beyond the existing capacity of South 
Africa’s higher educational institutions. 
Economic growth and implementation 
of development programmes are being 
retarded by the lack of sufficient high-
level skills. This means that a substantial 
increase in the capacity to produce skills 
is needed if South Africa’s educational 
system is to meet the challenge. The 
increased production of skilled human 
personnel may generate an absorption 
bottleneck in the short-term, but for 
longer-term development a greater skilled 
labour capacity is essential.

Mittner (2013) states that: “Job losses are 
continuing in the manufacturing, mining 
and financial sectors, with 74 523 jobs 
lost overall during September, a recent 
ADCORP employment index shows. The 
biggest job losses occurred in permanent 
jobs, which shed 71 099 during the month 
or 95.4% of all job losses. Temporary jobs 
declined by a relatively small 3 424 during 
the month, and agency work shed just 
319 jobs during the month. Since January 
2013, the formal sector has shed 260 
826 jobs whereas the informal sector has 
created 48 828 jobs”.

South Africa’s economy
South Africa’s overall economic 
productivity compares well to that of 
many of its peers and is similar to China 
and Brazil’s economic productivity. In 
2013, the equity market capitalisation of 
South African companies stood at 132% 
of the GDP. This is higher than the figure in 
most advanced economies, ranking 10th in 
the world; the level of investment reflects 
the country’s many globally competitive 
firms. Overall, South Africa has attracted 
foreign direct investment inflows equalling 
2% of the GDP, and it is the eighth-largest 
outward investor on the African continent 
(McKinsey Global Institute, 2015).
South Africa has forged new regional and 

global ties since 1994. The OR Tambo 
International Airport in Johannesburg 
is the biggest and busiest freight and 
passenger hub on the African continent. 
Johannesburg is the only city in sub-
Saharan Africa that ranks in the top 100 
destinations for international tourists, with 
4.5 million arrivals in 2013. Overall, South 
Africa ranks 49th out of 131 countries 
on the McKinsey Global Institute (MGI) 
Global Connectedness Index and has risen 
by four places since 1995. Since stronger 
global connections correlate with faster 
growth, it will be critical to continue 
deepening South Africa’s participation in 
global flows of goods, services, finance, 
people, and data and communications 
(McKinsey Global Institute, 2015).

South Africa excels in the global rankings 
for strength in auditing and reporting 
standards, and for the regulation of 
securities exchanges. South Africa ranks 
seventh in the world for the development 
of its financial markets and ninth in 
the world for the efficiency of its legal 
framework. This environment underpins 
the country’s thriving service sector. A 
number of competitive local companies 
have expanded across the continent and 
internationally (McKinsey Global Institute, 
2015).

South Africa’s economic growth is 
expected to slow further in 2016 to 0.8%. 
This is down from last year’s growth of 
1.8%. The bank also predicts that the 
country’s growth will fall lower than the 
4.5% average. Bold policy reforms outside 
the fiscal space could help the country 
recharge its economy (World Bank, 2016). 
According to Chen (in World Bank, 2016), 
“in this prevailing weak economic climate, 
it is important for South Africa to look to 
other avenues outside the fiscal space to 
stimulate faster growth”.

Economic growth in South Africa was weak 
during the 1980s and early 1990s when 
political uncertainty was rife. Since the 
advent of democracy in 1994, the South 

“
South Africa’s overall economic 
productivity compares well to 
that of many of its peers.
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African economy began to recover with positive GDP 
growth rates in all years except 2008/2009, when the 
global financial crisis resulted in the economy posting 
negative growth. Earlier studies show that the South 
African economy became increasingly capital-intensive 
prior to 1994, and that this trend was accompanied 
by structural changes in the economy, with the tertiary 
sector accounting for a growing share of GDP. The post-
apartheid economy has experienced a continuation of 
the movement away from primary production towards 
tertiary production, accompanied by a greater share of 
employment within the tertiary sectors relative to the 
primary and secondary sectors. In addition, the economy 
experienced a marked increase in its ratio of skilled 
workers relative to unskilled workers (Labour Market 
Intelligence Partnership, 2013b).

These developments mark the intensification of a skills-
biased labour demand trajectory, already established in 
the pre-1994 period. The descriptive overview below 
analyses whether this skills-biased labour demand trend 
has continued in the post-2000 period through an in-
depth analysis of employment trends. In particular, the 
disaggregation by sector and skills aims to show whether 
the increasing dominance of the tertiary sector has 
prevailed and whether economic growth has continued 
to disproportionately benefit better-skilled workers 
(Labour Market Intelligence Partnership, 2013b).

Economic absorption trends in South Africa
The Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation 
(DPME) reported that slow GDP growth between 
1990 and 1993 had declined to below 1%, averaging 
-2.2%, with a number of economic sectors stagnating or 
declining, a situation exacerbated by the 1992 recession 
and drought. Since 1994, the South African economy 
has been experiencing positive economic growth after 
a period of extremely slow growth from 1980 to 1994 
(at this stage there were international sanctions up to 
1990 or 1991). The economy then experienced one of its 
longest periods of positive economic growth, sustaining 
55 quarters of positive economic growth before the 
2008/09 global economic crisis. Up until year 2008/09, 
South Africa’s economic growth rate mirrored growth 
rates for many middle-income countries (The Presidency, 
2013).

Approximately 9.5 million people were employed 
in 1995. Although employment creation expanded, 
growing by about two million in the first decade post-
democracy to stabilise at around 40% between 2001 
and 2012, unemployment also grew and has remained 
high and extremely disproportionate. Moreover, the 
ability of the economy to absorb jobs remains a major 
challenge with a labour-absorption rate of just over 40% 
at the end of 2012. Employment would have had to 
climb by 1.7 million by 2014, or 6.3% a year to absorb 
new job seekers and reduce existing unemployment. 

©iStock.com/photosvit
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Before the 2008 global economic crisis, 
the country had made noticeable strides 
in employment creation (The Presidency, 
2013).

Furthermore, the DPME reflects that 
after falling to 21% in 2007/08, official 
unemployment has risen to over 25% 
due to the economic crisis and slowdown. 
In addition, the number of discouraged 
workers is rising. These trends reflect the 
weakness of the labour market since 2009. 
High unemployment for young people 
reflects the high dropout rate at schools 
as well as the shortage of suitable post-
school educational opportunities (The 
Presidency, 2013).

It was also revealed that employment 
growth is a lagged response to overall 
GDP growth because increases in output 
and productivity lead to improved 
business confidence levels. When firms 
are optimistic about the economic 
outlook and plan to expand, they start 
hiring people. Between 2000 and 2008, 
labour productivity increased by a total 
of 33.7%. This improvement was achieved 
via a reduction in low-skilled and low-
productivity jobs within each economic 
activity, and the substitution of capital 
for labour (South African Reserve Bank, 
2013).

The Quarterly Labour Force Survey 
illustrates that the unemployment rate in 
South Africa increased from 25.0% in the 
second quarter of 2015 to 25.5% in the 
third quarter of 2015. The unemployment 
rate rose 3.6%, while employment 
increased at a slower 1.1% with more 
people joining the labour force. The 
unemployment rate in South Africa 
averaged 25.3% from 2000 until 2015, 
having reached an all-time high of 31.2% 
in the first quarter of 2003 and a record 
low of 21.5% in the fourth quarter of 
2008 (Statistics South Africa, 2016).

Marian (2015) states that the Commission 
for Conciliation, Mediation and 
Arbitration (CCMA) has warned of 
more job losses in South Africa, after the 
organisation saw a spike in cases brought 
before it during 2014 and 2015. The first 
quarter of 2015 saw CCMA cases jump by 
40%, with 23 231 jobs at stake, compared 
to the same period in 2014. The CCMA 

CEO, Nerine Kahn, said “while big-scale 
job losses in the mining and manufacturing 
industries have been widely reported, 
smaller-scale losses (of 10 people or 
fewer) have seen a jump”. According to 
trade union, Solidarity, 45 000 jobs 
in 58 companies were affected by staff 
reduction processes in 2015 alone. Of 
this, close to 20 000 retrenchments 
took place in the mining industry, and 
almost 10 000 retrenchments affected 
the telecommunications industry. Other 
organisations including the South African 
Post Office, South African Airways (SAA) 
and Eskom, account for thousands more. 
However, outside of these large-scale 
retrenchments, the CCMA has reportedly 
dealt with over 13 020 small-scale 
retrenchments in the past two years, with 
2 175 occurring in 2015.

Gross domestic product and 
employment trends
Prior to the global financial crisis of 
2008/2009, GDP growth rates in the South 
African economy were positive though 
not impressive at 3-5.6%. The recession of 
2008 generated a growth rate of 3.6% in 
2008, which by 2009 had turned negative. 
In fact, 2009 is the only year since the 
advent of democracy where South Africa 
posted a negative annual growth rate. 
While growth rates returned to positive 
levels for the 2010-2012 periods, they 
remained, on average, below their pre-
crisis levels (Labour Market Intelligence 
Partnership, 2013b).

Employment grew more slowly than the 
GDP during the period of relatively good 
GDP growth: while the average GDP 
growth for the 2002-2007 periods stood 
at 4.6%, average employment growth, 
though positive, was much lower at 2.8% 
(Labour Market Intelligence Partnership, 
2013b). Young African workers with 
incomplete schooling bore the brunt 
of the recession (DPRU in Labour 
Market Intelligence Partnership, 2013b). 
Employment growth turned positive in 
2011 and 2012, but had not breached 
the 3% level since the recession (Labour 
Market Intelligence Partnership, 2013b).

Employment growth trends in South Africa 
thus broadly followed GDP growth trends 
in the post-2000 period. Furthermore, 
it appears that, during harsh economic 
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times such as the 2008/2009 recession, the negative growth response of 
employment is much more pronounced than the shrinkage in GDP. The 
results above imply both that GDP growth rates would have to accelerate 
to much higher levels in order to deal adequately with South Africa’s 
poverty and unemployment problems, but also that global economic 
difficulties appear to have had a sharp and relatively long-lasting impact 
on South Africa’s labour market (Labour Market Intelligence Partnership, 
2013b).

Unemployment trends
The number of unemployed persons in South Africa decreased from 5.5 
million in the first quarter of 2015 to 5.2 million in the second quarter of 
2015. There was an average of 4.5 million unemployed people in South 
Africa from 2001 until 2015. In the fourth quarter of 2008 there were 
approximately 3.9 million unemployed people. The number has gradually 
increased to approximately 5.2 million unemployed people in 2015’s 
fourth quarter (Statistics South Africa, 2016).

Figure 13: South Africa’s unemployment rate, 2012-2015

S
ou

rc
e:

 w
w

w
.tr

ad
in

ge
co

no
m

ic
s.

co
m

 a
nd

 
S

ta
tis

tic
s 

S
ou

th
 A

fri
ca

Year

U
ne

m
pl

oy
m

en
t r

at
e

24

24.5

25

25.5

26

26.5

Jul 2012 Jan 2013 Jan 2014 Jan 2015Jul 2014 Jul 2015Jul 2013

25.2

24.5

25

25.3

24.5

24.1

25.2

25.5 25.4

24.3

25

26.4

Unemployment in quarter two of 2012 was 25.2% and in quarter two of 
2013 rose by a small margin to 25.3%. Between quarter one of 2015 and 
quarter two of 2015, unemployment rose to 26.4% and in July it declined 
to 25%. The number of unemployed persons increased to 3.6% to 5.4 
million in the three months to quarter three from 5.2 million in quarter 4 
of 2015. Meanwhile, the economically inactive population showed decline 
by1.3% to 14.9 million and discouraged work-seekers decreased 8.5% to 
2.2 million (Statistics South Africa, 2016).

Unemployment was generally higher in urban areas. Discouraged work-
seekers in the labour market was high for youth in cities, even though there 
has been a notable decrease in the number of people neither in education, 
employment nor training aged 15 to 24 between quarter four of 2014 and 
quarter four of 2015, with an overall decrease in the quarter to quarter 
change of 96 000 in quarter 4 to 46 000 in quarter four. The number of 
people not in education, employment nor training between the ages 25 to 
34 has also decreased with a quarter to quarter change decrease of 20 000 
in quarter three and 30 000 in quarter four (Statistics South Africa, 2016).

Factors such as constrained electricity supply and labour unrest have 
negatively impacted on the economy’s performance. Decelerating growth 
rates from 2010 to 2013 (averaging 2.7%) continued into 2014 and 2015 
due to a protracted strike in the mining industry in the first half of 2014 
(Industrial Development Corporation, 2013).
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Employment rose 1.1% quarter-on-
quarter to 15.8 million people, the sixth 
subsequent quarter of growth. The 
largest gains were observed in trade 
(+2.6 %), construction (+4.2 %) and 
agriculture (+3.2%). In contrast, job losses 
were recorded in utilities (-6.7 %) and 
`transport (-2.6%) (Statistics South Africa, 
2016).

In the third quarter of 2015, the labour 
force participation rate increased to 
58.8% from 58.1% in the previous period. 
A quarter-on-quarter comparison shows 
that the labour force participation rate 
has decreased from 58.8% to 58.5% in 
quarters three and four respectively 
(Statistics South Africa, 2016).

Employment projections
South Africa was projected to have the 
eighth highest unemployment rate in the 
world in 2015 according to the World 
Employment and Social Outlook: Trends 
2015 Report issued by the International 
Labour Organisation (ILO). Distressingly, 
the report forecasts that the situation 
is not expected to change for the next 
five years. The ILO Report provides a 
forecast of global unemployment levels 
and explains the factors behind this trend, 
including continuing inequality and falling 
wage shares. It is reported that global 
unemployment is still rising even though 
six years have passed since the onset of 
the global financial crisis; “More than 
61 million jobs have been lost since the 
start of the global crisis in 2008 and our 
projections show that unemployment 
will continue to rise until the end of the 
decade,” declared Mr Guy Ryder, the ILO 
Director-General. “This means the jobs 
crisis is far from over so there is no place 
for complacency” (International Labour 
Organisation, 2015).

Some 201 million people were 
unemployed around the world in 2015. 
The number would increase by three 
million in 2016 and by a further eight 
million in the following four years, the UN 
labour body predicted. The main reason 
for the prolonged rise in unemployment 
was that hardly any country had reached 
pre-crisis growth levels. Widening income 
inequalities hurt consumer demand 
and slowed down economic growth 
(International Labour Organisation, 2015).

Historical data shows that South Africa 
has always had a really high rate of 
unemployment, entering into the “top” 
10 for the first time in 1997 with an 
unemployment rate of 22.9%. The 
country’s worst levels of unemployment 
were experienced in 2002 and 2003, 
when the rate climbed to over 27%; 
however, relative to other countries, the 
highest placement in the ranking was in 
2000, when the rate of 26.7% was the fifth 
highest in the world. Looking ahead to 
2019, the ILO projects that the country’s 
unemployment rate will improve – very 
slightly – though the global positioning 
is likely to deteriorate (Business Tech, 
2015b).

The fallacy of high and rising graduate 
unemployment
Van Der Berg and Van Broekhuizen (2013) 
state that since the mid-2000s, increasing 
references in the media to “high and rising 
graduate unemployment in South Africa” 
have sparked public discussions and 
raised concerns about the functionality 
of the higher education system and the 
employability of its graduates. However, a 
new analysis of the available data reveals 
that the findings of earlier studies are 
misleading. 

The Centre for Development and 
Enterprise (in Van Der Berg & Van 
Broekhuizen, 2013) evaluated the extent 
and nature of graduate unemployment 
in South Africa and findings were much 
more positive than anticipated. Graduate 
unemployment in 2013 in South Africa 
was neither high nor rising at an alarming 
rate. Considering the high levels of overall 
unemployment in the country, graduate 
unemployment was remarkably low. 
Yet, widespread public misconceptions 
remain about the extent of graduate 
unemployment in South Africa.

A handful of studies from the previous 
decade measure a strong rise in 
unemployment rates amongst graduates 
since 1995. Taken at face-value, they 
suggest that graduate unemployment 
rates rose precipitously in the post-
apartheid era and that South Africa faced 
a graduate unemployment crisis. However, 
common methodological and definitional 
shortcomings in these studies make their 
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findings and conclusions subject to several 
caveats (Van Der Berg & Van Broekhuizen, 
2013).

One caveat is the failure to adhere to 
a single, consistent definition of the 
term “graduate”. As a result, findings 
on graduate unemployment are often 
conflated with findings concerning 
students who have tertiary education, but 
who have not completed a degree. This 
is a major source of incorrect conclusions. 
For consistency, we will define a graduate 
as someone who has a bachelor’s or 
higher degree from a higher education 
institution (a university or university of 
technology). People with non-degree, 
post-secondary certificates or diplomas 
(which may or may not have been 
awarded by higher education institutions) 
are not graduates, but may more 
appropriately be referred to as diplomats. 
Together, diplomates and graduates 
constitute the tertiary-educated.

Formal versus informal sector
South Africa is moving increasingly away 
from using semi-skilled labour-intensive 
processes towards using skilled labour-
intensive processes in the Formal Sector, 
and towards a very low-skilled labour-
intensive process in the Informal Sector. 

Firstly, many Blacks/Africans are not 
sufficiently educated to work in skilled 
jobs. Thus the lack of semi-skilled 
opportunities means that in effect, South 
Africa is still to some extent a place where 
(in Hendrik Verwoerd’s words) there is 
no place “for most Blacks above the level 
of certain forms of labour”. Secondly, 
in contrast to most other developing 
countries, there appears to be no returns 
on primary education in South Africa 
(Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2002). The 
latter is in agreement with both Moll 
(1998) and Butcher and Rouse (2001). “In 
other words, acquiring that level of skills 
is still of no avail”. We draw from skill-
biased technology literature (Acemoglu, 
2002) to construct a model which explains 
the persistence of these two facets into 
post-apartheid South Africa (Fryer & 
Vencatachellum, 2004).

The ADCORP Index by Sharp (in Faux, 
2011) predicts: “Growth in economic 
activity in the informal sector is rising in 

South Africa while official employment is 
under pressure. The size of the informal 
job sector has peaked at almost half that 
of officially recorded employment in 
South Africa. In September 2015 alone, 
this sector grew at an annual rate of 7.7%. 
Another key finding also in the September 
2015 Index also revealed that, while 
employment grew by a slight 2.5%, most 
of this growth was due to a 4.0% increase 
in jobs through temporary employment 
agencies”. 

Meanwhile, reductions in employment 
were seen in three key sectors, 
manufacturing, transportation and 
logistics, and construction; together 
leading to a loss of 25 000 jobs. 
“Offsetting these losses were employment 
gains in Government (+10.5%), finance 
(+8.2%) and wholesale and retail trade 
(+6.6%). Data indicates that high-skilled 
and office worker jobs increased by 8.8% 
(or 48 000 jobs) while employment of 
low- and semi-skilled workers fell by 6.4% 
(or 26 000 jobs) in September 2015” 
(Sharp in Faux, 2011).

With the informal labour sector currently 
representing 32.8% of South Africa’s 
potential workforce, for 6.2 million people 
informal work has become the second-
largest part of the labour market. “The 
largest still remains officially recorded 
employment – numbering some 12.7 
million people yet South Africa’s formal 
labour market is gradually decreasing” 
(Sharp in Faux, 2011).

“
The informal labour 
sector currently 
representing 32.8% 
of South Africa’s 
potential workforce. 
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Sectoral analyses
Below are the analysis and trends of the nine different sectors in South 
Africa. The sector analysis is based on information acquired from 
Econometrix received in August 2015. 
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Figure 14: Share of sectors in total GDP 
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The following percentages indicate a rise or decline in the South African 
economy sectors (the arrows indicate a rising or declining trend:

 - the Government dominated community, personal and social services 
(23.2%) 

 - Finance, real estate and business services (20.9%)  

 - Transport, storage and communication (9.9%)  

 - Wholesale, retail, motor trade, restaurant and accommodation 
(commerce) (14.9%) 

 - Manufacturing (12.7%) 

 - Mining (8.2%)  

 - Electricity, gas and water (dubbed the utilities sector 3.9%)  

 - Construction (3.8%)  

 - Agriculture, forestry and fishing (2.6%)  
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From a skills perspective, the agricultural sector should be able to 
accommodate large numbers of relatively unskilled workers. However, 
the agricultural sector suffered huge employment losses in the 2000s, 
especially post 2007. Part of the reason for the decline may be attributable 
to the introduction of minimum wages in 2003, which pushed up labour 
costs.

Going forward, factors affecting South Africa’s agricultural output growth 
are:
 - Local consumption demand
 - Global agricultural commodity prices
 - Exchange rate developments (affecting import and export prices)
 - Weather conditions including the severe drought
 - Consumption demand from other African countries

The severe drought conditions during the 2014 and 2015 harvesting 
season curbed output in the short term and added pressure to the 
agricultural sector, which was at that time already dealing with low 
commodity prices and weak demand. In addition, a host of factors is likely 
to dampen output growth and investment spending in the medium to long 
term.

Agriculture employment contribution: 5.6%

Labour intensity: High 

Investment: Below average 

Figure 15: Agriculture sector analysis
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Growth: The outlook is below average due to the drought conditions, high 
production costs and rising international competition 

Outlook for labour demand: Average

Summary: This sector has the potential to accommodate large numbers 
of unskilled workers, but the macro environment is not conducive to job 
creation.

Mining sector analysis
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Figure 16: Mining sector employment
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The mining sector showed a sharp decline in its contribution to GDP from 
15% in 1985 to less than 8.2% in 2015. Its contribution to employment 
has been minimal and varied between 2.2% and 2.9% within the last five 
years. The sector is characterised by relatively high labour productivity 
and high capital intensity; thus it has a low labour intensity. The skill base 
of the required workforce is relatively low. The mining sector is battling 
with worsening profitability metrics in the face of declining international 
commodity prices, rising labour costs (through wage increases in excess 
of productivity gains) and unstable labour market relations. Gold mining 
was particularly affected and shed more than 25% of the workforce in 
September 2009.

Positive stimulus for investment and employment growth is likely to 
stem from the Government’s plans to develop South Africa’s nascent oil 
and gas industry. The aim is to pump 370 000 barrels of oil per day by 
2033 in order to decrease South Africa’s dependency on oil imports 
(currently accounting for approximately 70% of domestic consumption). 
Government’s Operation Phakisa plans to develop 30 offshore exploration 
wells within the next 10 years. At present, South Africa produces less than 
5 000 barrels of oil per day, but converts 160 000 barrels per day by 
processing coal into liquid fuel.

However, given the current international growth environment, 
low commodity prices and profitability crisis, overall mining sector 
employment is expected to decline. Faced with a constrained market 
coupled with rising costs, mining companies have reduced capital 
expenditure: Anglo American has targeted a USD1 billion capital 
expenditure saving by the end of 2016 for its global operations, and 
its South African operations, which account for a third of its capital 
expenditure, will also be affected. Exxaro has delayed one of its major 
energy projects in 2016 until conditions become more favourable. While 
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the reduced capital expenditure will enable miners to cut costs in a 
tough environment, construction companies will be negatively affected 
with mining infrastructure accounting for almost 14% of activity for large 
companies. On the employment front, the outlook appears bleak. The 
mining sector already shed approximately 1 000 jobs in quarter two 
of 2015 compared to the previous quarter, and additional job cuts are 
expected in due course. According to Engineering News, Glencore, 
Kumba Iron Ore, Sibanye Gold, Lonmin and Anglo American Platinum 
have all proposed substantial job cuts, which caused the National Union 
of Mineworkers (NUM) to announce that up to 11 000 of their members 
might be affected.

Mining employment contribution: 2.8% 

Labour intensity: Low

Investment: Average  

Growth: The outlook is below average due to the weak global demand 
conditions and domestic productivity constraints 

Outlook for labour demand: Below average 

Summary: This sector has the potential to accommodate large numbers 
of unskilled workers, but structural decline is anticipated, and it thus has a 
high capital intensity.
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Figure 17: Manufacturing sector employment
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Manufacturing output and employment growth have been on the 
decline over the last two decades, shedding approximately 200 000 jobs. 
Manufacturing’s contribution to GDP declined from 21% in 1995 to less 
than 13% in 2015. However, productivity and capital intensity increased 
over the period. In 2016, the sector is much more capital intensive than 
manufacturing sectors of other emerging markets like Brazil or Turkey. 
Rising capital intensity implies declining labour intensity.
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Unfortunately, the problems that beset the sector in 
the past will continue playing a role in curbing output 
growth going forward. Production constraints include 
a deterioration in global demand (on the back of a 
slowdown in China’s economy), the concomitant price 
drops in commodities, cheap imports from abroad, 
higher electricity prices, load shedding incidents 
and weak business confidence. Car manufacturers 
were affected by weak demand in 2015, with growth 
contracting by -4.0% from January to July. However, a 
buoyant export sector has helped to sustain utilisation 
capacity in the short term. In the steel industries, 
companies have been severely affected by the 
combination of plummeting commodity prices and 
cheap imports from China and India. Manufacturing 
industries, in particular steel and engineering companies, 
are expected to downscale production as opposed to 
expanding production capacity.

It is expected that growth in capital spending in the 
manufacturing sector will remain pedestrian. The 
employment outlook within the manufacturing sector 
remains a source of concern. Following dismal earnings 
in the first half of 2015, steel manufacturers announced 
an impending dramatic reduction in the size of its 
workforce to cut costs and survive in extremely difficult 
business conditions. Companies such as ArcelorMittal, 
Evraz Highveld Steel, Scaw Metals Group and Macsteel 
are all struggling to operate profitably in the face of 
low commodity prices and cheap steel imports from 

China. ArcelorMittal’s Vereeniging steel works plant was 
at risk of closing, potentially cutting 3 000 jobs. South 
Africa’s second largest steel manufacturer Evraz Highveld 
planned to cut 50% of its 2 242 strong workforce. In 
August, Scaw Metals also announced plans to shed 1 000 
jobs at several of its plants.

Overall, bearish commodity prices, weak demand, 
deterioration in output and declining investor confidence 
all contribute towards a steady decline in the size of the 
manufacturing sector workforce.

The only beacon of hope stems from the fact that the 
continuing weak state of the Rand renders South African 
exports more price competitive on the international 
goods market. This, coupled with an expected rising 
consumption demand from countries in sub-Saharan 
Africa, which are growing faster than the global average 
and have increased trading activity with South Africa 
due to their geographical proximity, should provide 
some support for manufacturing activity going forward. 
However, downside risks persist as emerging markets 
reliant on income from resource extraction (such as 
Nigeria, Gabon and Angola) are likely to be hit hard 
severely affected by the recent rout in commodities, 
which will in turn curb growth and consumption demand 
from these trading partners.

©iStock.com/monkeybusinessimages
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Manufacturing employment contribution: 11.2% 
(declining due to rising capital intensity) 

Labour intensity: Average

Investment: Below average 

Growth: This sector’s growth suffers from weak global 
demand conditions 

Outlook for labour demand: Below average 

Electricity sector analysis
The electricity sector is characterised by a high share of 
skilled workers, a relatively small labour force (low labour 
intensity), high remuneration per employee (labour cost) 
and rising value added as a share of total GDP.

In particular, there is high investment growth potential 
in the private electricity sector in the face of growing 
demand, rising electricity prices and ongoing electricity 
supply shortages, as well as the development of the 
Independent Power Producer-Programme, in particular 
the Renewable Energy Programme. The Department of 
Energy’s (DoE) commitment to generate 3 725 MW of 
electricity from renewable sources under the Integrated 
Resource Plan for Electricity 2010-2030 (Department 
of Energy, 2010), including the generation of 3 200 
MW under the Renewable Energy Independent Power 
Producer Procurement Programme (REIPPPP), is a clear 
indication that the procurement of renewable energy 
technologies is central to Government’s strategic energy 
risk management strategy.

The Independent Power Procurement (IPP) Programme 
has been further extended to include 2 500 MW of 
coal projects and 800 MW of cogeneration. In addition, 
the DoE has reaffirmed its intent to a nuclear build 
programme and is in the process of finalising a list of 
preferred bidders. Several countries including Russia, 
China and France have signed framework agreements 
in which they report their proposed plans for the South 
African nuclear programme. The DoE’s Strategic Plan 
2015-2020 in the framework of the NDP has targeted 
42%, or 17 800 MV, of clean energy by 2030. The 
Nuclear Energy Policy of 2008 and IRP 2010-2030 have 
allocated 23%, or 9 600 MW, of nuclear energy by 2030.

On the negative side, capital spending by the public 
sector is likely to be curbed by Eskom’s ongoing financial 
woes. The national utility did not foresee the high 
cost incurred for diesel imports necessary to stabilise 

the ailing power grid and for construction delays. At 
the initial development stage in 2007, Medupi Power 
Plant was forecast to cost between R30 billion and R69 
billion. The latest estimates indicate that completion 
costs will be between R150 billion and R300 billion 
due to delays caused by labour unrest, construction 
mismanagement and supply contracts that have already 
kicked in. As a result, Eskom is likely to push for increases 
in electricity tariffs over the next few years. Overall, the 
electricity sector’s capacity to accommodate labour is 
limited since they employ few highly skilled workers. It 
currently accounts for less than 0.9% of total employment 
opportunities in South Africa.

Electricity employment contribution: 0.9%

Labour intensity: Low 

Investment: Average 

Growth: There are large electricity generation capacity 
constraints, but increased consumption demand and new 
industry development looks positive for output growth 

Outlook for labour demand: Average 

Summary: This sector requires people who are highly 
skilled.

Construction sector analysis
The construction sector’s contribution to total 
employment in South Africa remained relatively stable 
at 8.9% in quarter two of 2015, compared to 8.4% in 
quarter one of 2009. Over the same period, output 
increased by approximately 12.0% in real terms.

For this sector, the Quarterly Labour Force Survey 
(QLFS) and Quarterly Employment Survey (QES) track 
rather contradictory trends. According to the QES, the 
sector created a considerable number of jobs in 2011 
as Government ramped up infrastructure spending to 
shore up the economy (Statistics South Africa, 2014d). 
However, since 2013 job losses have sped up as poor 
private sector investment and slowing Government 
infrastructure roll-out weighed down on growth 
prospects. The construction sector is largely dependent 
on Government, mining and energy projects and changes 
to these industries affect the sector to a large extent.

In 2015, January to June output growth was stable at 
1.9%. While the current weak state of economic activity 
domestically is likely to weigh down on the building 
sector, it seemed possible that the sector would still 
record some growth during the year 2015 even if it was 
mediocre. Residential building activity is expected to 
outperform the growth in activity in the non-residential 
building sector.

“
There is high investment 
growth potential in the Private 
Electricity Sector. 
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In terms of non-residential building activity, the successful 
implementation of the Government’s infrastructural 
investment projects should provide support for this 
industry even though challenges such as skills shortages 
and the effective spending of budgetary allocations 
remain a risk.

Growth in investment in residential buildings was forecast 
to remain negative over the remainder on the year. 
Growth in investment in non-residential buildings was 
expected to improve to record low positive growth rates 
over the remainder of the year.

Construction employment contribution: Declining 

Labour intensity: Declining  

Investment: Average 

Growth: Fiscal constraints and subdued demand are 
likely to dampen growth; however, infrastructure and 
energy projects will keep the sector ticking along 

Outlook for labour demand: Average 

Summary: This sector has the potential to accommodate 
low-middle skill levels

Financial, real estate and business services sector 
analysis
The financial, real estate and business services sector is 
the best performing sector at present, experiencing a 
gradual rise in contribution to GDP from 15.0% in 1995 
to 20.8% in 2015. The sector benefited from the benign 
interest rate environment following the 2008/2009 
recession. Strong performances from segments such as 
banking, insurance and advertising continue to drive 
growth in this sector. These segments were also among 
the highest creators of job opportunities. 

The sector is labour intensive, attracting a high share 
of skilled labour. This limits the scope to absorb South 
Africa’s labour force characterised by a shortage of skills. 
Also, the increasingly tough business environment has 
led to job shedding in some industries, especially legal, 
engineering and architectural consultancies. This is likely 
to continue until conditions improve.

As mentioned above, the banking and insurance 
industries have performed well and it is especially these 
industries where the outlook for labour demand is good. 
The banking sector is expanding at a moderate positive 
rate as businesses seek to attract the large unbanked and 
uninsured part of the population.

Financial, real estate and business services 
employment contribution: 13.8% 

Labour intensity: High

Investment outlook: Above average 

Growth outlook: Growth in the sector outperformed 
the rest of the economy in quarter two of 2015 despite 
tough business conditions and is expected to perform 
above average going forward  

Outlook for labour demand: Above average 

Summary: This sector requires people who are highly 
skilled.

Community/government, social and personal 
services sector analysis
The Government-Dominated community, social and 
personal services sector is the largest sector of the 
economy, accounting for 23.7% of GDP and 23% of all 
formal and informal jobs in the economy in quarter two 
of 2015.

It is the only sector that experienced persistent above 
average employment growth following the 2009 crisis, 
which could be attributed mainly to public sector job 
creation. However, due to the high rate of public sector 
employment creation, South Africa’s wage bill rose to 
approximately R445.3 billion in 2014, which is 13% of 
GDP and approximately 36% of the National Budget. This 
is an extremely high amount for an emerging market with 
a sluggish growth performance in the last three years. 
With a public debt to GDP ratio of 47.1% (2014) and a 
suboptimal growth outlook for 2015, rating agencies will 
keep a close eye on South Africa’s fiscal performance and 
the ability of Government to keep the wage bill intact. 
The political aim is to consolidate Government spending 
to support market confidence and to reduce macro-
economic risks for growth.

In an environment of fiscal austerity, the expansion of 
the community, social and personal services sector is 
limited, in particular, if one considers the rising pressures 
for wage increases from the unions. Therefore, the high 
growth in this sector’s employment seen over the past 
few years is unlikely to be sustained and is expected 
to slow considerably, especially if one considers the 
Government’s commitment to limit growth in public 
spending.

©iStock.com/kuzma
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Community, social and personal services employment 
contribution: 22.7% 

Labour intensity: High   
Investment outlook: Above average 

Growth outlook: The Government’s commitment to limit 
growth in public spending exerts downward pressure on 
the growth of the sector 

Outlook for labour demand: Declining, but still higher 
than primary and secondary industries 

Entrepreneurship
Over the past decade African economies have benefited 
from improved macroeconomic performance and grown 
at remarkable average rates of roughly 5% per year, 
with some countries achieving more than 7% annually. 
As a result of this progress, by 2011 six of the world’s 10 
fastest-growing economies were in sub-Saharan Africa 
according to Elzinga (2016) in the Developments in the 
African Meeting Industry Conference (Angola 11.1%, 
Nigeria 8.9%, Ethiopia 8.4%, Chad 7.9%, Mozambique 
7.9% and Rwanda 7.6%). Factors underpinning this 
growth include increased demand and higher prices 
for commodities, better commodity prices, increased 
domestic consumption and foreign direct investment, 
improved macroeconomic policies and management, 
more effective economic cooperation with other 
emerging regions and trade openness, and a more stable 
political environment (Tony Elumelu Foundation, 2015).

While this is certainly good news, growth is not an end in 
itself but rather a means to achieve human development, 
and, more generally, improvement in living standards. It is 
estimated that extreme hunger, poverty, unemployment 
and inequality in sub-Saharan have increased despite 
these impressive growth rates. A survey conducted by 
Afrobarometer in 34 African countries between October 
2011 and June 2013 showed that even though poverty 
rates in sub-Saharan Africa have dropped, the number 
of people living in extreme poverty has increased. It is 
a matter of the highest urgency that Africa’s growth is 
made inclusive, that the prosperity is shared and that 
development is experienced by all. If the dividends 
of this growth marginalise and exclude the majority of 
Africans particularly the youth, then grave challenges lie 
ahead (Dulani et al., 2013).

The starkest example of a serious looming challenge 
that could be turned into an opportunity is Africa’s 
demographic dividend. With 200 million people aged 15 
to 24, Africa has the youngest population in the world, 
but 60% of them are currently unemployed. This statistic 
becomes even more dire when young people who are 
underemployed with low pay and few advancement 
opportunities are included. Based on current trends, by 
2050, Africa will have a population of 2.4 billion, which 
is twice its current size, thereby making it home to the 

world’s largest working-age population. This pool of 
labour has the potential to be a force for transformative 
and sustained growth across the continent, but could 
also be the source of social unrest if not productively 
engaged. In order for African Governments to fully 
harness the potential of this demographic shift, a 
deliberate, comprehensive effort to create millions of 
new jobs, or forms of gainful employment, is needed. 
In turn, this will take time, resources and focused policy 
initiatives (Tony Elumelu Foundation, 2015).

Impact of entrepreneurship
Entrepreneurship is playing an ever-increasing role in 
global development. In the most notable emerging 
countries known as the BRICS nations – Brazil, Russia, 
India, China and South Africa – their impressive growth 
has been as a result of an entrepreneurial revolution 
where young businesses play a crucial role in the 
economy. According to the Brazilian Government, small 
and medium size-enterprises (SMEs) are responsible 
for 96% of the jobs in Brazil and comprise 98% of all 
companies in the country. In Africa, many development 
organisations and donors from the United States of 
America (USA) government’s SPARK initiative, to the 
United Kingdom’s (UK) Department for International 
Development (DFID) Start-up Programme has recently 
begun to invest in and promote youth entrepreneurship 
as opposed to a focus on hand-outs and aid (Tony 
Elumelu Foundation, 2015).

The Unleashing Africa’s Entrepreneurs Report explores 
the influence of entrepreneurship on the global 
economy and demonstrates a significant correlation 
between the rise of entrepreneurship and broader 
economic benefits. The report analyses data on GDP 
per capita, unemployment, exports as a share of GDP, 
and patents per capita from 2004-2011, and in all four 
categories entrepreneurship had a positive economic 
impact. On average, an increase in business density 
caused by greater entrepreneurial activity yielded a 
38.44% increase in GDP per capita, a 20.02% decrease 
in unemployment, a 5.33% increase in exports as a share 
of GDP, and a 51.99% increase in patents per head in the 
population (Tony Elumelu Foundation, 2015).

Entrepreneurs’ solutions to enabling environment 
challenges
The Tony Elumelu Entrepreneurship Programme 
emphasises the need for entrepreneurs to develop 
home-grown solutions to key challenges they face and 
navigate their own way through difficult operating 
environments to the extent possible. Therefore, during 
the Tony Elumelu Entrepreneurship Programme Boot 
Camp, the Tony Elumelu Foundation’s Africapitalism 
Institute conducted two focus groups with more than 100 
entrepreneurs representing different African countries 
and hailing from a wide-variety of sectors in order to 
solicit their ideas as to how the challenges identified in 
the surveys conducted could be addressed.
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Social cohesion is a difficult and inherently 
challenging policy construct, embedded with 
potential contestations from a wide range of actors 

with competing ideas about the design of society and the 
principles around which social life should be organised. 
Social cohesion is the degree of social integration and 
inclusion in communities and society at large, and the 
extent to which mutual solidarity finds expression 
amongst individuals and communities (Department 
of Arts and Culture, 2012). Social cohesion is further 
defined as a process or “set of factors that foster a basic 
equilibrium among individuals in a society” (Inter-
American Development Bank, 2006)

A cohesive society works towards the well-being of 
all its members, minimising disparities and avoiding 
marginalisation and involves three major components 
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, 2011): 
 - fostering cohesion by building networks of 

relationships, trust and identity between different 
groups

 - fighting discrimination, exclusion and excessive 
inequalities

 - enabling upward social mobility 

Social cohesion refers to two broader intertwined 
features of society which are described as: the absence 
of latent social conflict, whether in the form of social 
income/wealth inequality, racial/ethnic tension and the 

presence of strong social bonds; and the abundance of 
associations that bridge social divisions (Berkman and 
Kawachi, 2000). 

The National Planning Commission’s (NPC) National 
Development Plan Vision 2030 envisages a route to social 
transformation through a number of different paths; such 
as improved education and skills, investment in science 
and technology, public infrastructure development, 
expanding employment and economic opportunities, 
better safety and security, urban development and 
a national healthcare system (National Planning 
Commission, 2011).

Following below are some of the concepts that are 
commonly used when defining social cohesion:

Nation building
Nation building is the process whereby a society with 
diverse origins, histories, languages, cultures and religions 
comes together within the boundaries of a sovereign 
state with a unified constitutional and legal dispensation, 
a national public education system, an integrated national 
economy, shared symbols and values, as equals, to 
work towards eradicating the divisions and injustices of 
the past; to foster unity; and promote a countrywide 
conscious sense of being proudly South African, 
committed to the country and open to the continent and 
the world (Department of Arts and Culture, 2012)

Social capital
Social capital refers to the assets accumulated through 
various social networks and relationships, based on 
trust, which enable people to work together to achieve 
common goals. Social capital is a resource created by 
participating in social networks; it is found in both 
horizontal or bonding relationships, within social 
units, and vertical or bridging relationships between 
social units. The notion of social capital has developed 
alongside social cohesion as a parallel concept. In the 
literature, it is difficult to separate the two constructs, 
since social capital is almost always used as an indicator of 
social cohesion (Chidester, Dexter & James, 2003). 

Social cohesion must ultimately be judged on its utility 
and not on its analytical or conceptual rigour.

A national strategy for developing an inclusive and 
cohesive South African society has been published by 
the Department of Arts and Culture. According to the 
strategy document, a community or society is cohesive 
to the extent that inequalities, exclusions and disparities 
based on ethnicity, gender, class, nationality, age, 
disability or any other distinctions engendering division, 
distrust and conflict are reduced and/or eliminated in a 
planned and sustained manner (Department of Arts and 
Culture, 2012).

SOCIAL COHESION
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In a South African context, the process 
would also seek to foster unity and 
promote “a countrywide conscious 
sense of being proudly South African, 
committed to the country and open to the 
continent and the world” (Department of 
Arts and Culture, 2012).

South Africa has reached the end of its 
second decade of democracy. While 
achieving greater social cohesion is 
an important national priority, a close 
reading of a number of key policy 
documents prompts questions about how 
realistic the current agenda is and whether 
it can meaningfully impact on society. A 
number of high-level political and policy 
conversations are being conducted about 
social cohesion at present. 

“Despite progress in capturing social 
cohesion in policy, the tragic killing of 
protestors at the Lonmin-Marikana Mine 
confirms that much more work is needed 
in implementation”, posits Nyar (2013). 
The recent debates and protests around 
the “apartheid statues” raises yet another 
challenge to intensify nation building 
based on shared values and symbols.

Promoting social cohesion in South 
Africa
Apartheid was founded on economic 
and social exclusion and division. South 
Africa pre-1994 was deeply divided, with 
opportunity defined by race, ethnicity, 
gender, class and religion. Interaction 
across racial and class divides was severely 
limited. The country had high levels of 
inequality, particularly along racial lines, 
especially in opportunity and access to 
services, which served to trap people 
within the circumstances of their birth, 
resulting in high levels of mistrust and 
dissatisfaction. Gender discrimination was 
high, with women largely discriminated 
against in terms of education and 
employment opportunities. One of the 
key objectives of the apartheid system 
was to divide and conquer, which led 
to division of the various races and 
ethnicities visible today in how the various 
townships are structured.

The term “social cohesion” has become 
common in South African development 
debates, featured in Government 
planning documents, academic panels, 

media debates and parliamentary 
hearings. South Africans are generally 
worried that the country’s legacy of racial 
division remains unresolved and that class 
divisions, along with unresolved regional, 
ethnic and cultural divides and prejudices, 
brood beneath the national surface and 
may re-erupt if the country’s economic, 
political or demographic stresses worsen 
(Struwig, Roberts, Gordon, Derek, Mefika, 
Weir-Smith & Mokhele, 2013). 

The term “social cohesion” seems to group 
all these pressing issues into one over-
arching question: how can South African 
citizens be brought to think and act in 
solidarity, in the interests of everyone 
and the nation as a whole (Struwig et al., 
2013)? 

The Presidency’s 15-Year Review raised 
concerns about persisting income 
inequality, criminal victimisation, declining 
public confidence in political institutions 
and state performance, low levels of 
interpersonal trust, racism, xenophobia 
and the straining of traditional family and 
community safety nets (Struwig et al., 
2013). 

More recently, the NPC’s diagnostic 
document on nation-building referred 
to a series of fault lines that served as 
an impediment to social cohesion and 
that needed to be addressed urgently. 
These include the divisive effects of 
institutionalised racism, class divisions, 
social fragmentation, language and spatial 
exclusion, sexism, unemployment, crime, 
corruption, unequal experiences of the 
law and moral decline (Struwig et al., 
2013).

Speaking at the Social Cohesion Summit 
in 2012, President Zuma indicated 
that, while there had been progress 
in institutionalising the principle of an 
inclusive citizenship since 1994, certain 
matters still caused “divisions and 
frustrations” (The Presidency, 2008). The 

“
How can South African citizens 
be brought to think and act 
in solidarity, in the interests of 
everyone and the nation as a whole.
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challenges of the divisions around race, class, nationality, 
and ethnicity make it difficult to arrive at a socially 
cohesive society. 

Index to measure issues of social cohesion and 
monitor progress
In an attempt to quantify and measure social cohesion 
in South Africa, the HSRC has developed a framework 
which attempts to incorporate the complexities 
associated with the concept, while simultaneously 
providing a platform that could be used as a 
measurement framework.

The framework is based on Bernard (1999) which builds 
on former rector and vice-chancellor Prof. Jonathan 
Jansen’s ( Jansen, 2012) work and is constructed as a 
framework based on the domains of activity (economic, 
political and socio-cultural) and on the formal/attitudinal 
or substantial/behaviour characteristic of the dimensions. 
It similarly identifies three domains to be considered 
when researching or analysing social cohesion. The first 
domain discusses issues of economic development 
and fosters strategies to reduce wealth disparities. The 
second domain, the political or civic domain, discusses 
issues relating to common values and a lively civic culture. 
It also refers to a society in which social disorder is 
absent and social control mechanisms are established. 
The third domain discusses the socio-cultural domain 
and incorporates issues of social capital, trust, tolerance 
and shared identities. The conceptual framework also 
distinguishes between passive relationships (attitudinal) 
and active relationships (behavioural), which results in 
social integration (or inclusion). The framework assists 
policymakers to track the success of existing programmes, 
to increase social cohesion and to highlight new areas 
that demand attention. For the purpose of this report, 
only the economic domain is discussed, specifically the 
education and employment measures.

Social cohesion and human resource development
Education affects social cohesion through transparency 
and participation in education policy formulation, 
planning and management, through the distribution of 
education resources, opportunities and outcomes and 
also through the development of certain competencies in 
students (Colenso, 2005). 

Education systems play a key role in determining future 
life chances and in mitigating or exacerbating social 
inequalities. Education contributes to social cohesion in 
four ways:

First, schools ought to teach students the rules of the 
game: those that govern interpersonal and political 
action. They consist of the social and legal principles 
underpinning good citizenship, obligations of 
political leaders, behaviour expected of citizens, and 
consequences of not adhering to these principles. 

Schools can also facilitate a student’s appreciation 
for the complexity of issues related to historical and 
global current events and, in so doing, may increase 
the likelihood that a student will see a point of view 
other than his or her own. By teaching the rules of the 
game in this manner, schools foster tolerance and lay 
the groundwork for voluntary behaviour consistent with 
social norms.

Second, schools are also expected to provide an 
experience roughly consistent with the aforesaid good 
citizenship principles, in effect, decreasing the “distance” 
between individuals of different origins. The educational 
experience derives from a wide variety of activities, 
whether in the classroom, the hallway, schoolyard, playing 
field or on the school bus. The degree to which a school 
may do this well depends on its ability to design the 
formal curriculum, its culture, and the social capital of 
its surrounding community. The purpose of providing 
experiences that are consistent with the principles 
of citizenship is clear. Both formal and informal social 
contracts require elements of trust amongst strangers to 
the extent that the socialisation of citizens from different 
social origins allows them to acknowledge and respect 
each other; that is, decreasing the “distance”. If the 
educational task is done effectively, this allows political 
institutions to adjudicate differences and economic 
institutions to operate efficiently.

Third, school systems are expected to provide an 
equality of opportunity for all students. If the public 
perceives that the school system is biased and unfair, 
then the trust that citizens place in various other public 
institutions is compromised. For instance, the willingness 
of adults to play by the rules of the game may be 
compromised if fairness in the system appears suspect.

Fourth, public schools are expected to incorporate 
the interests and objectives of many different 
groups and at the same time attempt to provide a 
common underpinning for citizenship. Often there 
are disagreements over the balance between these 
objectives. These disagreements must be adjudicated. 
Adjudication can be accomplished through many 
mechanisms, including public school boards, professional 
councils, and parent-teacher associations. The success of 
a school system is based in part on its ability to garner 
public support and consensus, and hence its ability to 
adjudicate differences over educational objectives.

“
Education systems play a key 
role in determining future life 
chances and in mitigating or 
exacerbating social inequalities.
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These four mechanisms constitute the manner by which 
education might contribute to social cohesion. However, 
given that education is but one of four categories of 
social organisations that can make a social cohesion 
contribution, the degree to which education makes a 
greater or lesser contribution than political, social, or 
economic institutions has not been calculated. What 
is known is that social cohesion itself is important for 
the future stability of nations, and the more research 
available to quantify the constructive mechanisms 
necessary to effect it, the more likely it is that citizens can 
live in a harmonious environment (Colenso, 2005).

Access to education has opened up since 1994, but the 
Government has been less successful at ensuring full 
integration in some schools and post-school institutions. 
The redesign of South Africa’s education system after 
1994 was a mammoth undertaking. The new democratic 
South Africa inherited a school and post-school system 
that was exclusive and tailored to serve a small portion, 
namely the White elite. It had to be transformed into 
a school and post-school system that was inclusive and 
tailored to serve the majority of South Africans.

Social cohesion at school level
The South African Schools Act, 1996 (No. 84 of 1996) is 
aimed at ensuring that all learners have the right of access 
to quality education without discrimination. It makes 

schooling compulsory for children aged seven to 15. It 
provides for two types of schools, namely independent 
and public schools. The school funding norms outlined 
in the South African Schools Act, 1996 (No. 84 of 
1996) prioritise redress and target poverty regarding 
the allocation of funds for the public schooling system. 
The Education White Paper 6 on Inclusive Education 
(2001) describes the intention to implement inclusive 
education at all levels in the system by 2020. The 
system will facilitate the inclusion of vulnerable learners 
and reduce the barriers to learning through targeted 
support structures and mechanisms that will improve the 
retention of learners in the education system, particularly 
learners who are at risk of dropping out.

Current status of gender equity 
Educational equity (also referred to as equity in 
education) is a measure of achievement, fairness and 
opportunity in education. Educational equity requires 
fairness and inclusion. Fairness implies that factors specific 
to one’s personal conditions should not interfere with 
the potential of academic success, and inclusion refers 
to a comprehensive standard that applies to everyone 
in a certain education system. These two factors are 
interrelated and are dependent on each other for true 
academic success in an educational system. The growing 
importance of education equity is based on the premise 
that now, more than ever before, an individual’s level of 
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education is strongly correlated to the 
quality of life that he or she will achieve 
in the future. Therefore, an academic 
system that practices educational equity 
is a strong foundation for a society that is 
fair and thriving. However, inequality in 
education is difficult to avoid, and is often 
associated with socio-economic standing, 
race, gender or disability.

When it comes to gender equity in 
schools, it should be clear from the 
provisions made in Section 9 of the 
Constitution that female learners are 
entitled to equal opportunities and equal 
treatment in South African schools. The 
South African Schools Act, 1996 (No. 
84 of 1996) is a good example of how 
national legislation fulfils its constitutional 
duty to ensure equal opportunities for 
boys and girls. Section 3 of the said Act 
makes provision for compulsory school 
attendance and places a legal obligation 
on parents to send their children to 
school. The purpose of Section 3 is to 
protect children’s right to education, while 
Section 5 of the said Act guarantees equal 
access to public schools. 

Percentage of children attending Early 
Childhood Development facilities by 
gender 
In 2013, approximately 44.7% of children 
aged nought to four years were attending 
an ECD facility. This denotes an increase of 
over 30% since 2002, when approximately 
7% of this cohort attended an ECD 
facility. Gender parity has been reached 
for this age cohort as illustrated in Table 
iv in Annexure 2 (Department of Basic 
Education, 2012).

There is gender parity regarding 
attendance of ECD facilities of this age 
group by gender. Although there were 
more female children in 2002, this 
changed from 2006 to 2013, where the 
percentages of children attending ECD 
facilities by gender were almost identical.

Percentage of children attending 
educational institutions
In 2012, approximately 85% of five-year-
old children attended ECD educational 
institutions as opposed to 39% in 2002. 
This indicates an increase of 46% between 
2002 and 2012. Gender parity was 
achieved in 2012 amongst five-year-old 

children attending educational institutions 
at 0.98. There was no gender difference 
in the percentage of five-year-old 
children attending educational institutions 
between 2002 and 2012. In 2002, there 
were fewer female children aged five 
years attending educational institutions, 
but this changed between 2004 and 
2005, when almost equal numbers of male 
and female children in this age cohort 
were attending educational institutions, 
as illustrated on Table v in Annexure 2 
(Department of Basic Education, 2012).

In 2013, gender parity for children aged 
seven to 15 years was achieved. Between 
2002 and 2013, there was no significant 
difference between the percentage of 
males and females in this age group who 
were attending an educational institution 
(Department of Basic Education, 2012).

Within South Africa, education varies 
widely. Several authors have characterised 
the South African school system as 
effectively consisting of two differently 
functioning sub-systems (Taylor & Yu, 
2009). The majority of children are 
located in the historically disadvantaged 
system, which still serves mainly Black/
African and Coloured children. Learners 
in these schools typically demonstrate 
low proficiency in reading, writing and 
numeracy. The second sub-system consists 
mostly of schools that historically served 
White children and produce educational 
achievement closer to the norms of 
developed countries. This second system 
serves mostly White and Indian/Asian 
children, but Black/African and Coloured 
middle-class children are migrating to 
these schools in significant numbers. 

Literacy and numeracy testing within 
the National School Effectiveness Study 
(NSES) demonstrated that Grade 5 
learners in historically Black/African 
schools perform considerably worse 
on average than Grade 3 learners in 
historically White schools (Taylor, 2011). 
Thus, by early primary school, children in 
historically Black/African schools already 
carry an educational backlog equivalent 
to well over two years’ worth of learning. 
This motivates urgent attention to issues of 
quality at primary school level and even 
earlier in ECD programmes.
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Language as a barrier
Language is commonly described as 
the means by which a person learns 
to organise experiences and thoughts. 
It stands at the centre of the many 
interdependent cognitive, affective and 
social factors that shape learning (Thomas 
& Collier, 2001). Consequently, it is crucial 
to study how language is used for teaching 
and learning purposes in the schooling 
system. Questions surrounding the use 
of the language of learning and teaching 
(LOLT) in schools become particularly 
important in multilingual societies – 
especially for parents, educators and 
policy-makers. Research on the association 
between mother-tongue education and 
scholastic achievement points to a good 
correlation between the two (Myburgh, 
Poggenpoel & Van Rensburg, 2004; 
Burkett, Clegg, Landon, Reilly & Verster, 
2001; Kaphesi, 2000; Howie, Venter & 
Van Staden, undated). It has been found 
that bilingual children perform better in 
school when a school effectively teaches 
a child’s home language and, where 
appropriate, develops literacy in that 
language (Cummins, 2001).

By contrast, when children are encouraged 
to reject their home language, the 
development of that language stagnates 
and their personal and conceptual 
foundation for learning is undermined. 
According to Myburgh et al. (2004), 
when learners do not speak the language 
of instruction, authentic teaching and 
learning cannot take place. It can be 
deduced that such a situation largely 
accounts for the school ineffectiveness 
and low academic achievement 
experienced by many students in Africa. 
It therefore becomes important to 
encourage the use of home language as 
the LOLT, especially in the earlier years 
of schooling. The use of learners’ first 
language as the LOLT would be in line 
with the UNESCO’s “Education for All” 
goal. Learning in one’s own language 
holds various advantages for the learner, 
including increased access, improved 

learning outcomes, reduced chances of 
repetition and drop-out rates as well 
as socio-cultural benefits (World Bank, 
2005).

A significant number of cases in respect 
of language policy in schools has been 
brought before the courts. These cases 
have important implications for the 
interpretation of laws and policies 
on language and, consequently, their 
implementation. Annexure 3C highlights 
some of the key points in relation to two 
landmark judgements.

Learners learning in their home 
language: Foundation Phase
In 2007, some 80% of Foundation Phase 
learners were learning in their home 
language. It also indicates a steady and 
significant increase in the proportion 
of Foundation Phase learners who have 
been learning in their home language 
since 1998. For instance, while only 55% 
of Foundation Phase learners’ LOLT was 
their home language in 1998, this figure 
increased to 80% in 2007 (See Annexure 1 
Figure J on learners learning in their home 
language). Despite this significant shift 
since 1998, close to 25% of Black/African 
home language Foundation Phase learners’ 
LOLT was not their home language in 
2007 (Department of Education, 2010).

The HSRC study in 2014 of the 
Department of Basic Education social 
cohesion and equity directorate 
assessed 40 textbooks and found “the 
insidious presence of various forms of 
discrimination”. The study found that 
photographs in textbooks depicted Black/
African people in inferior jobs, this could 
possibly reinforce stereotypical ideas 
about the occupational possibilities of 
Black/African men and women. The study 
found one book “littered” with negative 
images of Black/African farm labourers, 
factory workers, street vendors and a 
Black/African boy studying by candlelight. 
These images could perpetuate negative 
stereotypes about Black/African people 
being suitable mainly for unskilled 
labour and having a lower class status. 
Authors of school textbooks need to be 
inclusive and sensitive to diversity in the 
classroom (Department of Basic Education, 
2016a).  

“
Language is commonly described 
as the means by which a person 
learns to organise experiences 
and thoughts.
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Social cohesion at post-school level 
The demand by students of all racial groups for the 
removal of statues associated with apartheid has 
triggered a renewed debate on transformation at post-
school level. Symbols such as statues are important in 
promoting social cohesion. It is, however, important 
for post-school education institutions to include the 
changing demographic composition of staff as well 
as ensuring that the curriculum reflects South African 
developmental and cultural needs. It should reflect 
the history of its people, including all their languages, 
religious beliefs and their material and scientific 
development. 

“I feel like I am the only African here – everyone just 
wants to be White White White – that’s it!” These 
words are from a performer reacting in character to an 
audience member’s question as part of a post-show 
interaction. The theatre piece was created for Rhodes 
University’s orientation week programme at the start of 
the academic year, in 2008-2011. The 45-minute play 
used short realistic scenarios of real student experiences 
of race, class and gender-based issues within a variety 
show format that also incorporated song, dance and 
physical comedy to comment on the various issues 
presented. The quote encapsulates a central experience 
for many of Rhodes University’s institutional culture, in 
which “whiteness” is an expected performance at Rhodes 
(regardless of one’s actual race), challenging the ideals of 
transformation and racial equity (Sutherland, 2013).

Since 1994, South African higher education institutions 
have experienced significant growth and change in the 
composition of the student body. However, this has not 
necessarily resulted in shifts in institutional culture, which, 
in Rhodes University’s case, has been particularly slow to 
change. Statistically, Rhodes University’s demographics 
show a total student population which is 43% White 
and 57% Black/African (indicating all people of colour, 
including Black/African, Indian/Asian and Coloured 
students) (Rhodes University, 2010). While the diversity 
of the student body has, and is, continually changing, 
it is important to note that the majority of the teaching 
staff employed by Rhodes University is White. Due to its 
institutional culture which promotes White middle class 
values, Rhodes University (like some other historically 
White institutions) struggles to recruit and retain Black/
African academics (Sutherland, 2013). 

At a post-school level; students who are not first 
language English speakers continue to face challenges in 
many of the institutions. The implementation approach 
to the parallel-medium language policies that are in 
place at a number of historically Afrikaans medium 
institutions discriminated against Black/African students. 
Language is the key to understanding oneself; it is the 
key to understanding others; and language mastery is 
the door to success in life – certainly in education. In 
essence, language affirms the individual; and it serves as a 
means of communication and, therefore, facilitates social 
cohesion. 

©iStock.com/monkeybusinessimages

PROOF



61 Report on the Status of HRD in South Africa

PROOF
It should be noted that historically 
Afrikaans medium institutions 
acknowledge that the use of Afrikaans as 
a language of instruction not only acts as 
a barrier to equity, but may also impact 
on social cohesion within staff structures. 
What should be of major concern, 
however, is not that there are non-English-
speaking or non-Afrikaans-speaking 
students who have sufficient mastery 
of the de facto language of instruction, 
but rather that there are unacceptably 
large numbers of students who are not 
successful academically because of the 
“language problem”. They fail, not because 
of a lack of intelligence, but because 
they are unable to express their views 
in the dominant language of instruction 
(Department of Education, 2008).

Racism and class
While racism, like other forms of 
discrimination, is based on prejudice and 
fear, what distinguishes it is the ideology 
of White supremacy, which serves as a 
rationale for the unequal relations of 
power that often exist between people 
in South Africa. This is a critical, analytical 
distinction, as racism is often intertwined 
with other forms of discrimination, such 
as social class, gender, ethnicity, religion, 
language and xenophobia, and uses the 
latter set of prejudices to justify and 
reproduce itself.

There is a perception that Black/African 
students do not perform as well as their 
White counterparts because of the 
perceived prevalence of racism among 
the White lecturing staff. This seems to be 
a particular problem in specific disciplines 
such as accounting where students report 
that they are continually and openly 
told that they would fail, “because Blacks 
cannot do accounting” (Department of 
Education, 2008). 

In addition, students at the University of 
Johannesburg suggested that academic 
rules with regard to the late submission 
of assignments and projects, as well 

as de-registration, were differentially 
applied in favour of White students. The 
perception of students regarding racism in 
teaching and the underlying problems are 
perceptively captured in the Anti-Racist 
Network statement: “The issue here is 
more than just about curriculum, but also 
teaching style. A White professor asked, 
how I teach Black children, because that 
is not his experience”. From the above, 
it is clear that the value underpinning 
educational exchange is often that Black/
African students are “different”, which 
then finds its way into the judgement of 
competencies, more specifically in terms 
of assessment processes and criteria 
(Department of Education, 2008). 

The protests that took place in a number 
of South African universities in 2015 are 
part of a class struggle as the poor and 
marginalised fight for their place in an 
unequal system. Each year, hundreds of 
thousands of students enrol to study at 
South Africa’s universities. Of the 60% 
of Black/African students who survive 
the first year, only 15% will ultimately 
graduate. This is hardly surprising: these 
failed students often come from an 
oppressive, ineffective public school 
system. Most of their classmates never 
make it into higher education and those 
who do are poorly prepared (Chetty & 
Knaus, 2016).

Education is unequal at all levels in 
South Africa. There is deepening 
racial segregation at some schools 
and universities. Higher education 
is increasingly racially stratified, and 
it is particularly apparent in the 
concentration of Coloured students at 
historically disadvantaged universities. 
Most White students attend the 
previously advantaged universities, 
like the Universities of Cape Town and 
Witwatersrand, or more conservative 
Afrikaans institutions like Stellenbosch 
University and the University of Pretoria 
(Chetty & Knaus, 2016).

However, the status quo was disrupted. 
In 2015, there was an inexorable shift 
at South African universities; students 
protested against institutions’ language 
policies, high fees, structural inequalities 
and colonial symbols (Chetty & Knaus, 
2016).

“
Students who are not first 
language English speakers 
continue to face challenges in 
many of the institutions.
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Racism and class are often excluded from any 
understanding of the current youth resistance in higher 
education. This is possibly because the education system 
has distributed relative advantages within the working 
class through limited scholarships and loans. Protesters 
are berated for not understanding universities’ financial 
pressures; they are viewed as being insensitive to their 
peers who just want to get on with their education 
without disruptions (Chetty & Knaus, 2016).
The current student resistance at higher education 
institutions over fees, housing and limited intake clearly 
shows that higher education’s transformation agenda 
needs serious consideration. The professoriate, for 
instance, remains largely White and male with more 
window dressing than actions for inclusion. Racism 
directed at Black/African students and staff is prevalent. 
It is also evident that, in spite of profound policy changes 
in higher education, a “new” racial structure is operating. 
This accounts for the persistence of racial inequality and 
must be challenged (Chetty and Knaus, 2016).

South African higher education has made notable 
progress in terms of widening access. This was recently 
highlighted by the Council on Higher Education during its 
presentation of the 20-Year Review to the Parliamentary 
Portfolio Committee (Parliamentary Monitoring Group, 
2015). Overall enrolment increased from  
495 348 in 1994 to 983 698 in 2013. Black/African 
students accounted for 42.5% of enrolment in 2004 and 
this proportion grew to 70.1% in 2013 (Wilson-Strydom, 
2015). Yet, cohort studies have shown that approximately 
30% of students drop out of university in the first year 
of study, and about 55% of all students never graduate. 
These figures are even more concerning when we 
consider how the numbers are skewed by race and class, 
although a person’s class is more difficult to measure, 
with estimates being that under 5% of Black/African and 
Coloured youth succeed in higher education (Wilson-
Strydom, 2015). This is clearly an issue of injustice, and so 
turning this tide must be central to any higher education 
transformation efforts.

While there is some progress in creating inclusive 
institutional structures by renaming buildings, introducing 
a diversity of cultural offerings and changing graduation 
ceremonies much remains to be done, especially with 
regards to the deeper issue of belonging, as represented 
by epistemological transformation.

In legal and regulatory terms, the post-school education 
system is in a good state. There is no doubt that significant 
progress has been made in effecting transformation, 
when narrowly defined in terms of compliance. However, 
compliance does not necessarily signify progress 
in substantive terms. In fact, more often than not, 
institutional responsiveness to compliance measures 
remains little more than a paper exercise, with policies 
and plans submitted and then regularly filed away. 

The compliance approach with its focus on numerical 
targets is insufficient and transformation is about more 
than just numbers. The numbers-only lens is self-
limiting. Demographic transformation is a necessary, 
but not a sufficient, condition for transformation. The 
other elements are institutional culture, which is the 
need for a qualitatively different environment and the 
need to ensure social access, for example making the 
university a welcoming place for all; and epistemological 
transformation, which is the need to change the 
curriculum and pedagogy and to question knowledge 
production (Department of Education, 2008).

Social cohesion at labour market/society level
Under apartheid, the state established a system to 
deliberately exclude Blacks/Africans from opportunities 
within the labour market. Most Black/African workers had 
virtually no rights or job security. Worst of all, most Black/
African workers had very little prospects of promotion 
or reaching managerial levels and would work in the 
same job for their entire lives, with no hope that their 
experience would be recognised or respected. Since 
1994, significant progress has been made towards a 
more transformative economy and workplaces that are 
beginning to reflect South Africa’s racial and gender 
demographics at an executive and managerial level (The 
Presidency, 2013). 

Anecdotal information points to racial discrimination 
from continued redlining of areas by financial institutions 
and incidences of accommodation at hotels being 
refused or denied. The experience of farm workers 
would seem to be an extreme case of ongoing racial 
discrimination, but the fact that these attitudes and 
practices persist is worth considering, as is continuing 
gender discrimination (Department of Arts and Culture, 
2012).

Without addressing the issues above, we cannot move 
forward as a country and cannot hope to overcome our 
many challenges in HRD. A summary of social cohesion 
findings indicates that ours is a society characterised by 
both unity and fragmentation. While there are clear signs 
of weak social cohesion, in terms of race, class, high crime, 
inequality or any other measure, there are also significant 
indicators of strong social cohesion. Examples include 
the widespread popular support for the Constitution, 
the Government or our sports teams, extensive social 
dialogue and social partnerships between Government, 
business, labour and other sections of civil society. 

“
A summary of social cohesion 
findings indicates that ours is a 
society characterised by both 
unity and fragmentation.
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There are also significant processes of building social cohesion that are 
ongoing, such as reconciliation processes, policies that seek to address 
differences and inequality. Even as these create new social challenges, such 
as with BEE for example, they clearly move us away from our fragmented 
and iniquitous past (Department of Arts and Culture, 2012). 

Transformation
Race and gender 
Data shows no significant change in the percentages of both Black/
African and female executives in 2010 and 2012. While there is an almost 
constant rise over time for the Black/African senior management cohort, 
percentage improvements for the female senior management cohort only 
occurred in large companies that are surveyed during the odd years (29% 
in 2011 versus 26% in 2009) (The Presidency, 2013). Figure K in Annexure 
1 reflects the JSE top 100 directorship for Black/African senior managers. 

Based on the trend analysis using the even years, that is, when all 
companies are surveyed, the data shows no significant change on both 
Black/African and female executives in 2010 and 2012, as depicted in 
Table vi in Annexure 2. While there is an almost constant rise over time for 
the Black/African senior management cohort, percentage improvements 
for the female senior management cohort only occurred in large 
companies that were surveyed during the odd years of 2009 (26%) and 
2011 (29%) (The Presidency, 2013). 

Social cohesion in India as a comparison
India, the second most populous country in the world, consists of 29 
states and seven Union Territories. This is the home of people speaking 
more than 200 different languages; of which 22 are scheduled (official) 
languages. This country has more than 600 scheduled tribes, and their 
scheduled classes and scheduled tribes together comprise more than 
24% of India’s population. On the other hand, while India is considered 
as one of the fastest growing economies in the world, the majority of 
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the population does not uniformly share the benefits 
of development that the top level of the population 
enjoys due to the presence of widespread inequality 
in education, income, health, power and overall 
development (Mukherjee & Saraswati, 2014).

India’s vast geographical area, huge ethnic and cultural 
diversity and widespread economic and social inequality 
result in a less socially cohesive society. Political and social 
unrest have become common phenomena in some parts 
of India. It has been observed that political and social 
turmoil are associated with less developing regions and 
supported by certain groups of people who are found to 
be less socially cohesive in nature. Social cohesion in India 
could not be achieved without overall development for 
all groups of people irrespective of region, religion, class 
and gender. According to the UN (2004), women are 
equally important as men in the process of development. 
Unfortunately, in India, women are discriminated against 
in many fields. Poor health, less education, low autonomy, 
minimum buying capacity and wide discrimination make 
them a more vulnerable group in India (Mukherjee & 
Saraswati, 2014).

Demographic differential in India 
It has been found that the percentage of women 
exhibiting high social cohesiveness is higher among 
women in female-headed households (31.5%) than 

women in male-headed households (29.1%). Social 
cohesiveness is also found to be significantly associated 
with women’s age. Findings reveal that younger women 
less than 35 years old (31.9%) show higher social 
cohesiveness than older women (26.9%) (Mukherjee & 
Saraswati, 2014).  

A certain proportion of younger women in India are 
beginning to benefit from recent developments whereas 
older women due to their poor social and economic 
status are deprived of benefits. These facts have been 
reflected in the levels of social cohesion across different 
age-groups.

Social differential
Social cohesion has also been analysed by different 
religions and castes which form the social background for 
women. The findings show that among Hindu women, 
41.1% show low social cohesiveness and almost 30% 
show high social cohesiveness. Among Muslims, 31.3% of 
women are found to be less socially cohesive and 22.8% 
are found to be more socially cohesive. It is interesting to 
note that 36.2% of women who belong to other religions, 
which include Christianity and Buddhism, show high 
social cohesiveness. Among all religious groups analysed, 
low social cohesiveness has been found among Muslim 
women (Mukherjee & Saraswati, 2014).

©iStock.com/shironosov
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3RECOMMENDATIONS 
& CONCLUSION

Much has been achieved with 
regard to Human Resource 
Development in South Africa, 
although some challenges 
still remain. Based on a meta-
analysis of various existing 
reports, this report addresses the 
effects of poverty and inequality, 
quality of education, absorptive 
capacity of the economy and 
social cohesion on the status of 
Human Resource Development 
in South Africa.
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Many of the previously-mentioned 
issues that have been identified 
in South Africa were inherited by 

the new political system post-1994 from 
the old system. Initially, the government’s 
focus was to try and reverse the past 
injustices to provide all South Africans 
with dignity. This was achieved through 
providing basic services including 
housing, free basic education, sanitation 
and free flowing water. To some extent, 
South Africa has been successful in its 
quest to date, however, it has only dealt 
with managing the effect and not the 
cause of the problem. This problem is 
evident when looking at South Africans’ 
heavy dependence on social grants and 
the reality of widespread inequalities.

All the issues that have been identified 
in the current state of South Africa’s 
education system are intertwined and 
create a vicious cycle where the poor 
are less likely to fully develop their 
skills, ultimately having less employment 
opportunities. The historically advantaged 
and/or elite group have increased chances 
of skills development as they can generally 
afford to pay for education at all levels 
thereby acquiring the skills in demand by 
the economy. Undoubtedly, mathematics 
and science are the prerequisite skills that 
South Africa needs to compete globally. 
These subjects are necessary for the 
majority to develop skills in areas of high 
priority for the economy. Those who were 
born disadvantaged are more likely to be 
trapped in the poverty cycle and remain 
poor throughout their lives. The next 
level after political inferiority is economic 
inferiority, where the one group of class 
will protect their wealth while the other 
group plays catch-up, and those who fail 
to catch up will resent the system as they 
have been disadvantaged from birth. 
These groups are not likely to integrate 
as they are bound to move in different 
social circles or structures, making social 
cohesion one of the most challenging tasks 
to be achieved. 

Much has been achieved with regard to 
Human Resource Development (HRD) 
in South Africa, but many daunting 
challenges still remain. This report is 

based on a meta-analysis of various 
existing reports and primary data was not 
collected. As a result, this report does not 
make any new findings, but delves into the 
four indicators hereafter.

POVERTY AND INEQUALITY

There are neither fast nor simple solutions 
to South Africa’s inequality enigma. 
Without substantive improvements in 
the human capital of the poor, income 
inequality will remain unacceptably 
wide. Improving South Africa’s education 
system is necessary to reduce poverty and 
inequality in the country. Through quality 
education and training, the unemployed 
will be able to gain access to post-school 
education and employment. At the same 
time, an increased pool of educated 
workers will reduce the premium that is 
paid to the educated that are currently in 
short supply. As a result, both poverty and 
inequality will fall.

The following is suggested:
 - Poverty reduction policies should be 

strongly pro-female.
 - Interventions that aim at creating 

employment should focus on the 
poorest provinces, while skills 
development and educational 
upliftment should be available in all 
provinces where there are pockets 
of poverty – particularly in the urban 
informal settlements of the richest 
provinces, and the traditional and rural 
settlements for the poorest provinces.

 - Skills development interventions 
should place emphasis particularly on 
those students up to matric across all 
provinces.

“
Through quality education 
and training, the unemployed 
will be able to gain access to 
post-school education and 
employment. 
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QUALITY OF EDUCATION

Education has significantly advanced. A 
unified national Department of Education 
(DOE) was established and more recently, 
was apportioned into the Department of 
Basic Education (DBE) and Department of 
Higher Education and Training (DHET). 
Each Ministry is responsible for its level 
of education across the country as a 
whole. Curriculum reform, although 
controversial, represented a compelling 
break from previous arrangements and 
sought to advance critical thinking and 
problem solving skills. Public spending 
on education has gone from being highly 
unequal on the basis of race under 
apartheid, to being well targeted towards 
poor children. South Africa has one of 
the highest rates of public investment in 
education in the world. At about 7% of 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and 20% 
of total state expenditure, the government 
spends more on education than on any 
other sector.

South Africa relies on the matriculation 
pass rate as a significant benchmark of 
the success of the current school system. 
The matriculation pass rate, which was 
as low as 40% in the late 1990s, has 
improved considerably. South Africa’s 
2014 matriculation pass rate was 75.8% 
whereas the 2015 matriculation pass rate 
was 70.7%. In 2014, there was an increase 
in achievements and the number of 
distinctions increased in various subjects 
such as history from 3.3% to 4.1%, 
mathematical literacy from 1.8% to 2.4% 
and physical science from 3.0% to 3.3%. 

The status of the quality of education 
in South Africa is poor, as shown by 
various studies in this report. Literacy 
and numeracy test scores are low by 
both African and global standards. The 
low quality of education in South Africa 
remains a limiting factor on the attainment 
of socio-economic development. This 
critically constrains the ability of the 
education system to provide a pathway 
out of poverty for poor children. With 

high enrolment rates in the South African 
schooling system, the environment is now 
conducive for the government to pursue 
interventions to improve the quality of 
education. Although some initiatives are 
already under way, the challenge remains 
the implementation and practice of the 
following interventions:
 - Education is a wide societal 

responsibility which calls for co-
action and a co-learning partnership 
between government, business and 
civil society. The Human Resource 
Development Council (HRDC) is well 
placed as a multi-stakeholder body to 
focus on improving the HRD base and 
skills of South Africans. There is a need 
to focus on education from the Early 
Childhood Development (ECD) phase 
as this will have an effect in secondary 
school and post-school education. 
Greater focus should be placed on 
mathematics, science and languages 
without compromising other fields, for 
example, social science.

 - Increase accountability by formulating 
coherent, clear and systematic 
implementation plans.

 - Implement a nationwide system 
of diagnostic teacher testing and 
training. Government should focus 
on the implementation and practice 
of the existing interventions and 
include monitoring and evaluation of 
programmes to monitor impact.

 - Invest in post-matriculation education, 
including Technical Vocational 
Education and Training (TVET) 
colleges, to ensure that those from 
poorer environments are afforded the 
same opportunities and that there is 
a focus on the skills that are currently 
in demand and that will be in demand 
going forward for the development of 
service delivery.

 - Build a responsive vocational system 
through industry partnerships.

 - Strengthen professional development 
for vocational teachers and college 
leaders.

 - Increase support for learners, for 
example, career development and 
counselling services.

 - Articulate the education system 
between the sectors.

 - Strengthen capacity building for the 
teachers.

 - Consult with the unions as they play a 
key role.

“
The environment is now 
conducive to pursue 
interventions to improve the 
quality of education. 
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ABSORPTIVE CAPACITY

South Africa is moving away from using semiskilled 
labour and moving towards using skilled labour. This 
is characterised by intensive processes in the Formal 
Sector and very low-skill work in the Informal Sector. 
Many Blacks/Africans are not sufficiently educated to 
work in skilled jobs. In addition, the economy’s ability to 
absorb labour remains a major challenge, with a labour 
absorption rate of just over 40% at the end of 2012.

The National Development Programme (NDP) recognises 
that it is essential to turn to entrepreneurship and to 
strengthening the existing Small Business Sector for mass 
job creation. Entrepreneurship is a culture that should be 
fostered in the youth. Similarly, an integrated National 
South African Entrepreneurship and Small Business Plan 
should be developed, and should be systematically 
worked through and realised year by year. It is important 
to build a more effective support ecosystem for existing 
entrepreneurs nationwide. 

Entrepreneurship in the formal and informal economy 
can reduce unemployment. There are also industries with 
potential that have not been explored and supported 
by mainstream banking institutions, for example, 
broadcasting, film and technology, all of which contribute 
largely in mainstream economies in the USA and even 
in Nigeria. South Africa needs to grow the economy 
by focusing on producing goods that are currently 
imported, indirectly creating new jobs.

Government should create a single location where 
aspiring entrepreneurs can find and file all necessary 
paperwork in order to legally register their business. 
In addition to a physical “one-stop shop” for start-ups, 
entrepreneurs should be able to complete all aspects of 
their business registration online, which will reduce the 
cost and time to file, and help reduce the prevalence 
of corruption. The online resource should also include 
key regulatory requirements for businesses by sector, 
making it easier for entrepreneurs to efficiently ensure 
compliance.

“
Social cohesion is a culture that 
should be entrenched in the youth. 

The world is becoming highly technological; thus we 
need to equip the next generation with the tools that are 
necessary to compete on a global scale. Technology is a 
cost-effective tool that can be used to educate our youth 
post secondary schooling. 

SOCIAL COHESION

A summary of social cohesion findings indicates that our 
society is characterised by both unity and fragmentation. 
While there are clear signs of weak social cohesion, in 
terms of race, class, inequality or any other measure, 
there are also substantial indicators of strong social 
cohesion. Significant processes of building social cohesion 
are ongoing, such as reconciliation processes and policies 
that seek to address differences and inequality. Even 
though these processes create new social challenges, such 
as with B-BBEE, they also clearly move us away from our 
fragmented and iniquitous past.

Xenophobia is arguably the cause of the exclusion 
of many people from the mainstream of our society, 
regardless of whether the presence of foreigners is lawful 
or not in each particular instance. The phenomenon 
of “othering” has real consequences in many respects, 
including shaping the response of those excluded in 
legitimating behaviour that is not desirable. The extent of 
which is prevalent in our society is only known in a very 
limited sense.

Social cohesion is a culture that should be entrenched 
in the youth. South Africa and African history should 
be core to historical studies and curriculum design with 
the aim of building unity. The meaning of our national 
anthem should be taught rigorously and schools should 
be encouraged to sing the anthem weekly to build 
patriotism. Lastly, national holidays should accommodate 
all race and political parties, thereby removing any 
barriers that prevent specific races from attending a 
national holiday’s celebrations.
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Figure A: Poverty headcount by race
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Figure B: Poverty headcount by gender

S
ou

rc
e:

 S
ta

tis
tic

s 
S

ou
th

 A
fri

ca
 

(2
01

4b
)

Year

10

20

30

40

50

60

2006 2009 2011

54.6
59.7 58.6

47.1
54.9

43.8
Female
Male

2011
2006

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

20
0-17 18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+

30

40

50

60

70

80

Figure C: Poverty headcount by age

S
ou

rc
e:

 S
ta

tis
tic

s 
S

ou
th

 A
fri

ca
 (2

01
4b

)

Age group

68.9

60.2

50.7

38.7

46.6
45.1 44.8

33.6 35.0

45.9

55.6

36.335.0

55.5



81 Report on the Status of HRD in South Africa

PROOF
C

um
ul

at
iv

e 
pe

rc
en

ta
ge

 o
f h

ou
se

ho
ld

s

Cumulative percentage of income
10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Figure D: Lorenz curve 

Lorenz curve

Line of perfect 
equality

S
ou

rc
e:

 W
or

ld
 B

an
k 

(2
01

3)

N
um

be
r o

f p
eo

pl
e

20 000

40 000

60 000

80 000

100 000

120 000

140 000

MenWomen Average income

67 330

128 329

103 204
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Figure F: Average annual household income by province
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Figure G: Top 10 causes of death in 2014 – infant mortality rate
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Figure H: Top 10 causes of death in 2014 – mortality rate for children under five years of age
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Figure J: Learners learning in their home language – Foundation Phase
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Figure K: Johannesburg Stock Exchange top 100 directorship for Black senior managers
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the overall BEE scorecard of an enterprise. The scorecard identifies management representation, including executive 
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Table i: Source of income for the poor versus non-poor

Source of Income Poor Non-Poor Total

R % R % R %

Salaries & wages 16 561 54.3 92 766 73.1 63 801 70.7

Self-employment & 
business

1 873 6.1 17 918 14.1 11 819 13.1

Property 39 0.1 753 0.6 481 0.5

Royalties 6 0 91 0.1 59 0.1

Interest received 13 0 1 086 0.9 678 0.8

Dividends 12 0 585 0.5 267 0.4

Pensions from 
previous employment

198 0.6 3 263 2.6 2 098 2.3

Annuities from own 
investments

25 0.1 588 0.5 374 0.4

Social pension 9 143 30.0 4 021 3.2 5 968 6.6

Alimony, palimony & 
other allowances

907 3.0 1 195 0.9 1 086 1.2

Other income from 
individuals

1 122 3.7 1 211 1.0 1 177 1.3

Other incomes 627 2.1 3 433 2.7 2 366 2.6

Total 30 526 100 126 908 100 90 274 100

Source: Statistics South Africa (2012)

Table ii: Average annual household consumption expenditure in 2011

Black/African Coloured Indian/Asian White

Food 10 454 16 049 13 282 20 133

Transport 9 453 14 359 40 641 55 067

Housing 14 802 29 816 73 371 119 163

Miscellaneous 7 206 13 626 29 216 53 119

Other 14 005 24 115 42 186 67 041

Total 55 920 97 795 198 695 314 528

Source: Statistics South Africa (2012)
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Table iii: Percentage of consumption expenditure by province

Main Expenditure Group WC EC NC FS KZN NW GP MP LP Total

Food & non-alcoholic beverages 14.1 17.8 15.9 13.9 13.8 16.7 8.5 15.0 21.3 12.8

Alcoholic beverages & tobacco 1.9 1.0 1.5 1.8 0.7 1.0 1.0 1.0 0.8 1.1

Clothing & footwear 4.1 5.2 5.0 6.3 5.3 5.3 3.5 5.7 5.9 4.5

Housing, water, electricity, gas  
& other fuels

30.6 33.3 27.6 25.6 24.8 24.8 35.2 30.9 25.7 32.0

Furnishings, household 
equipment & routine 
maintenance of the dwelling

4.6 5.9 6.0 7.1 4.6 6.3 4.5 6.2 7.0 5.1

Health 1.9 0.9 1.2 1.8 1.3 1.0 1.6 1.5 0.7 1.4

Transport 16.2 12.1 15.5 16.0 17.3 17.9 18.7 16.5 16.8 17.1

Communication 3.4 2.7 2.8 2.8 2.9 3.2 2.7 2.6 2.0 2.8

Recreation & culture 4.0 2.3 2.6 3.3 3.2 3.1 2.9 2.8 2.4 3.1

Education 2.7 2.0 1.8 2.6 3.0 1.8 3.1 1.6 2.3 2.7

Restaurants & hotels 3.0 1.6 1.7 2.8 1.8 2.2 2.8 1.9 2.0 2.4

Miscellaneous goods & services 13.6 15.2 17.0 16.1 13.4 15.1 15.6 14.1 12.5 14.7

Other unclassified expenses 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.8 0.1 0.3 0.5 0.1

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source: Statistics South Africa (2012b)

Table iv: Percentage of naught to four-year-old children attending early childhood development facilities by gender, 2002-2013

Gender 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Male 6.8 11.4 11.4 13.7 16.0 16.5 16.6 29.4 32.3 34.3 36.2 44.2

Female 7.7 11.8 11.5 14.9 16.1 15.7 16.7 29.4 32.4 34.7 36.9 45.2

Total 7.3 11.6 11.5 14.3 16.0 16.1 16.7 29.4 32.3 34.5 36.5 44.7

GPI 0.97 1.04 1.08 1.09 1.01 0.95 1.01 1.00 1.01 1.01 1.02 0.98

Source: Department of Basic Education (2012)

Table v: Percentage of five-year-old children attending an educational institution by gender, 2002-2013

Gender 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Male 39.8 48.5 49.8 58.9 62.6 62.2 60.6 76.5 82.8 84.8 85.5 85.6

Female 38.8 47.7 54.0 59.6 60.5 58.3 65.7 80.2 84.1 84.8 83.7 85.0

Total 39.3 48.1 51.9 59.3 61.6 60.2 63.2 78.3 83.4 84.8 84.6 85.3

GPI 0.97 0.98 1.08 1.01 0.97 0.94 1.08 1.05 1.01 1.00 0.98 1.01

Source: Department of Basic Education (2012)

Table vi: Percentage of Black/African and female managers, 2000-2012

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Black/African 
top managers

12.7 25.1 18.4 23.8 21.2 27.2 22.2 28.8 24.2 32.2 33.5 24.7 32.0

Black/African 
senior 
managers

18.5 19.1 22.2 27.3 25.5 27.5 26.9 32.4 32.5 32.5 36.4 34.4 39.4

Female top 
managers

12.4 11.9 13.8 14.1 15.1 16.5 21.6 17.8 17.8 18.0 18.0 19.1 19.5

Female senior 
managers

21.0 17.7 21.6 22.3 23.7 23.6 27.4 24.9 27.8 26.7 27.4 29.5 27.0

Source: The Presidency (2013)
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ANNEXURE 3A: LIVING 
CONDITIONS

Housing
Between 2002 and 2014, the percentage 
of fully-owned formal dwellings 
increased from 52.9% to 55.3% while the 
percentage of partially-owned formal 
dwellings declined from 15.5% to 10.6%. 
About 12% of households had “other” 
forms of tenure arrangements in 2012. 
More than three quarters (79.4%) of 
South Africans lived in formal dwellings, 
followed by 12.9% who lived in informal 
dwellings and 6.8% in traditional 
dwellings. The highest concentration of 
South Africans in Limpopo (93.6%) lived 
in formal dwellings, followed by those 
in Mpumalanga (88.1%). The highest 
percentages of informal dwellings were 
found in North West (21%) and Gauteng 
(19.2%) (Statistics South Africa, 2015a).

In 2014, a total of 15.3% of South African 
households were living in Reconstruction 
and Development Programme (RDP) 
or state-subsidised dwellings. A higher 
percentage of female-headed households 
(17.9%) received a Government housing 
subsidy, in comparison to the lower-
percentage male-headed households 
(13.5%). Some residents have, however, 
raised concerns about the quality of 
subsidised houses and 14.5% said that the 
walls were weak or very weak while 13.9% 
regarded the dwellings’ roofs as weak or 
very weak (Statistics South Africa, 2015a).

Energy
The percentage of households that have 
access to electricity supply from the mains 
has increased consistently from 77.1% 
in 2002 to 86% in 2014. On a provincial 
scale, the use of electricity as a source 
of energy for cooking was highest in the 
Free State (89.4%), Western Cape (89.2%) 
and Northern Cape (85.3%) and lowest 
in more rural provinces such as Limpopo 
(57%), Eastern Cape (74.9%) and 
Mpumalanga (76.6%) where alternative 
fuels such as wood are, perhaps, more 
accessible and affordable (Statistics South 
Africa, 2015a). 

Water access and use
Although 90% of South African 
households had access to piped water 
in 2014, only 78.5% of Eastern Cape 

households enjoyed such access. This 
situation does, however, represent a 
substantial improvement from that of 
2002 when only 56.3% of households in 
this province had access to piped water 
(Statistics South Africa, 2015a).

An estimated 46.3% of households had 
access to piped water in their dwellings 
in 2014. A further 27% accessed water 
on site while 14% relied on communal 
taps and 2.7% relied on neighbours’ taps. 
Although households’ access to water is 
improving, 4.2% of households still had to 
fetch water from rivers, streams, stagnant 
water pools and dams, wells and springs 
in 2014. This is a decrease of more than 
5% from 9.5% of households that had to 
access water from these sources in 2002 
(Statistics South Africa, 2015a).

Sanitation
The percentage of households with access 
to RDP-standard sanitation increased from 
62.3% in 2002 to 79.5% in 2014. The 
majority of households in the Western 
Cape (94.6%) and Gauteng (90.9%) had 
access to adequate sanitation, while about 
half of those in Limpopo (54.0%) and just 
below two-thirds of those in Mpumalanga 
(64.3%) had adequate access. Despite 
the improved access to RDP-standard 
sanitation facilities, many households 
lack any proper sanitation facilities. 
Nationally, the percentage of households 
that continued to live without proper 
sanitation facilities had been declining 
consistently between 2002 and 2014, 
decreasing from 12.3% to 4.9% during this 
period (Statistics South Africa, 2015a). 

Refuse removal
The percentage of households for which 
refuse was removed at least once per 
week increased from 56.7% in 2002 
to 64% in 2014. The percentage of 
households that had to rely on their own 
or on communal rubbish dumps, or that 
had no facilities at all, decreased. Various 
modes of refuse removal are closely 
aligned with particular geographic areas. 
Households in urban areas were much 
more likely to receive some rubbish 
removal service than those in rural areas, 
and rural households were therefore much 
more likely to rely on their own rubbish 
dumps (Statistics South Africa, 2015a).
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Telecommunications
It was found that there was high access 
to telecommunications for households 
nationally, as only 5% of households 
did not have access to either landlines 
or cellular telephones in 2014. By 
comparison, 83.1% of households had 
access to at least one cellular telephone, 
12.6% of households had access to both 
a landline and a cellular telephone, 
and 0.2% of households had a landline 
only. However, access to these means of 
communication differed by province. 
Households in historically rural provinces 
such as Limpopo (93%) and Mpumalanga 
(92.1%) were very reliant on the more 
accessible cellular telephones than 
landlines. By contrast, a combination of 
both cellular telephones and landlines 
in households was most prevalent in the 
more affluent provinces, namely Western 
Cape (29.7%) and Gauteng (16.1%) 
(Statistics South Africa, 2015a).

Transport
Taxis are the most commonly used form 
of public/subsidised transport in South 
Africa as 38.3% of households had at 
least one household member who used a 
minibus/sedan taxi or bakkie as a means of 
transport. More than two thirds (68.4%) 
of the individuals who attended an 
educational institution walked to get there 
compared to less than one fifth (19.2%) of 
those who went to work (Statistics South 
Africa, 2015a).

Household assets and income sources
In terms of household assets, 30.2% 
of households owned at least one 
vehicle, and 20.9% owned one or more 
computers. More than eight tenths of 
households owned television sets (81.5%) 
and electric stoves (84.8%), while more 
than one third (34.2%) owned washing 
machines. While a large percentage 
of rural households owned electric 
stoves (74.9%), televisions (69.8%) and 
refrigerators (58.8%) their ownership 
of vehicles (13.2%), washing machines 
(13.2%) and computers (7.1%) was 
much more limited. By contrast, three 
quarters or more of metropolitan and 
urban households owned refrigerators, 
televisions and electric stoves, while 
ownership of computers, vehicles and 
washing machines was also more common 
(Statistics South Africa, 2015a).

Most households in South Africa obtain 
income from salaries. Nationally, salaries 
(65.4%). and grants (42.3%) were received 
by the highest percentage of households. 
Provincially, the highest percentage of 
households that earned salaries was found 
in Western Cape (78.9%) and Gauteng 
(74.8%). Grants were more prevalent than 
salaries as a source of income in Eastern 
Cape (56.6%) and Limpopo (56.1%). 
Remittances as a source of income played 
an important role in most provinces, but 
especially in Limpopo (24.8%), Eastern 
Cape (21.4%) and Mpumalanga (21.1%) 
(Statistics South Africa, 2015a).

ANNEXURE 3B: REASONS FOR 
TEACHER MIGRATION

Research has revealed that there is 
generally a high interest among South 
Africans to teach in foreign countries 
(Appleton, Morgan & Sives, 2006a). The 
Commonwealth Survey (2005) revealed 
that 27% of newly-qualified teachers 
in the KwaZulu-Natal said that they 
had plans to teach abroad, and 48% in 
schools visited also expressed an interest 
in teaching abroad (Manik, Maharaj & 
Sookrajh, 2006). Teachers leave their 
home country for a variety of economic, 
social and career reasons. International 
teacher migration is said to escalate when 
there is disequilibrium in the number 
of teachers required in a country and 
the number of teachers that the system 
produces (Appleton et al., 2006).

Amongst South African teachers, job 
dissatisfaction was a key reason for 
teachers leaving the country. Reasons 
for such dissatisfaction were primarily 
associated with changes in educational 
policies that included poor management 
and increased workloads, poor 
remuneration, the reduction of teachers’ 
leave days, the implementation of 
outcome-based education (OBE) and the 
uncertainty faced by temporary teachers, 
amongst other reasons. Teachers who 
chose to migrate did so because they felt 
that they were economically marginalised 
professionals in addition to feeling that 
they were ill-equipped to teach within the 
new educational paradigm (Manik et al., 
2006).
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Economic reasons are a great motivator for movement, 
both into and out of South Africa. International migration 
becomes desirable when teachers consider the large 
wage differentials between what they could be earning 
abroad, and what they are currently earning at home 
(Appleton et al., 2006a). For example, Morgan, Sives 
& Appleton (2006) observed that South Africans are 
able to earn three to four times more by teaching in 
the United Kingdom (UK) than by staying in their own 
country. South African teachers teaching abroad are 
estimated to repatriate around one third of their earnings 
to their families back home.

Although teachers in developing countries are described 
as being relatively well paid in their home country, higher 
salaries was the leading reason for teachers deciding to 
work abroad (Appleton et al., 2006a). Figures indicate 
that South Africans working in the UK earn 46% more 
income when compared to what they made at home 
(Appleton et al., 2006a). The movement of Zimbabwean 
teachers into South Africa has been attributed in part to 
the political instability in their country of origin. While 
politics may be a reason, research shows that economic 
reasons are more likely to serve as an impetus, primarily 
because Zimbabwean teachers who come to South Africa 
continue to have families back in their home country and 
more often than not, commute back and forth between 
Zimbabwe and South Africa and send remittance 
payments back home (Makina, 2007).

While income is a great motivator, it is not the 
only reason for migration (Appleton et al., 2006a). 
Professional development, opportunity for travel and an 
overall desire for better work opportunities are equally 
important in determining those who leave their home 
country and move to other countries (Kok, Gelderblom, 
Oucho & Van Zyl, 2006).

Those teachers who returned to their home country 
and who were interviewed in the study by Appleton et 
al. (2006a) mentioned that they would recommend the 
experience of working abroad to others. In discussing the 
impact of teacher migration on a particular previously-
White school, a head teacher was reported as saying 
that he would encourage teachers to take part in 
teaching abroad, as this would open up opportunities 
for unemployed teachers, most of whom are Africans 
(Appleton, Sives & Morgan, 2006b).

ANNEXURE 3C: COURT CASES

Case 1: NR Nkosi versus the Durban High School 
Governing Body
A parent of a Durban High School learner claimed that 
her son (and other learners whose home language is 
isiZulu) were discriminated against by being taught 
in isiZulu as a third additional language (LLC 3), as 
opposed to isiZulu being taught at a higher level. The 

parent testified that the school’s language policy was 
discriminatory, since isiZulu learners were negatively 
affected with regard to their proficiency in isiZulu. The 
court found that offering Afrikaans as a subject at a 
higher level (LLC 2) as compared to isiZulu, constituted 
unfair discrimination (on the part of the school) against all 
learners in those grades whose home language is isiZulu.

The implication of this case is that schools are expected 
to familiarise themselves with the difference between fair 
and unfair discrimination when dealing with language 
issues. For instance, both Afrikaans and isiZulu were 
additional languages, but they were not offered at the 
same level and there was no evidence before the court as 
to the comparative number of learners with regard to the 
two subjects mentioned.

Case 2: Ermelo High School versus the Head of the 
Mpumalanga Department of Education
The head of the Mpumalanga Department of Education 
instructed the principal of Ermelo High School, an 
Afrikaans medium school, to admit 113 learners who 
could not be accommodated elsewhere (to be taught 
in English) for the 2007 academic year, which was 
contrary to the language policy of the school. The head 
of department also decided to withdraw the school 
governing body’s function of determining the language 
policy of the school with immediate effect. The head of 
department appointed an interim committee to change 
the language policy of the school from an Afrikaans 
medium school to a parallel medium school. The court 
decision went in favour of the school, thus setting aside 
the head of department’s decision to withdraw the 
school’s function of determining its language policy. The 
head of department appealed to the Constitutional 
Court, stating that the school was the only high school 
not filled to capacity. The Constitutional Court found 
that a head of department may, on reasonable grounds, 
withdraw a school’s language policy. The power to 
determine the language policy in a public school must 
be exercised by the school governing body, subject 
to the limitations that the Constitution and the South 
African Schools Act, 1996 (Act No. 84 of 1996) laid 
down, taking into consideration what is fair, practicable 
and enhances historical redress. The court ordered a 
head of department to file a report to the Constitutional 
Court, setting out the likely demand for Grade 8 English 
places at the beginning of 2010, as well as setting out the 
steps that the Department had taken to satisfy this likely 
demand for an English or parallel medium high school 
in the circuit of Ermelo. It further ordered the school 
governing body of Ermelo to review and determine a 
language policy in terms of Section 6(2) of the South 
African Schools Act, 1996 and the Constitution.
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