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Abstract:
It is with no doubt that unemployment, particularly among young people remains one of the most
contentious issues confronting the global economy. This is not unique to South Africa as twenty-five
years into democracy, unemployment remains one of the most persistent challenges with the
official unemployment rate at 29 percent (one of the highest in the world) from 27.6 percent in the
first quarter of 2019. The youth remain the most vulnerable with stubbornly high unemployment
rates of 56.4 percent for those in the 15-24 age category and 35.6 percent for those between the
ages of 25-34, and if they are working, mostly are in low quality paying and temporary employment.
The fact that poverty and inequality have continued to rise, despite considerable improvements and
policy strives the country has made post-apartheid, has raised questions about the country’s ability
to create jobs and most importantly about the factors behind the youth’s reasons for not searching
for employment. Using data collected through the 2019 second quarterly labour force survey by
Statistics South Africa with a sample size of 4 544 unemployed youth respondents, the study made
use of descriptive analysis and cross tabulations to explore the South African youth’s perception of
the reasons why are they not looking for employment, over and above the reasons why they are
unemployed. A chi-square test was used to further determine whether there are significant
differences in the responses. It is believed that understanding these perceptions will perhaps provide
a clear root cause to the issue which can assist with the implementation of adequate policies and
may explain the effort or lack in young people’s endeavours to address their situation. The findings
of the study were statistically significant at the 0.01 significance level, and prove the necessity to
create conditions for sustainable employment opportunities, which will be augmented by a growing
economy. The findings of the study provide valuable insights within the context of South Africa as a
developing country and more so, from the view point of the supply side of the youth labour market.
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1 Introduction  

The global economy is faced with a challenging yet substantial socio-economic evil of 

escalating unemployment (International Labour Organisation (ILO), 2018). There is a 

general consensus that young people are among the most susceptible in the labour 

market (Axelrad, Malul & Luski, 2018; Biavaschi, Eichhorst & Giulietti, 2013) and are 

overrepresented in as far as unemployment is concerned (Altman, 2007). Between 1997 

and 2017 a significant shrink of 34.9 million was experienced in the youth labour force 

universally (ILO, 2018). However, some economies have managed to maintain low 

unemployment levels, while others are plagued by increasing levels of general and youth 

unemployment, indicating the importance of public policies meant to direct the transition 

from school to work (Biavaschi et al., 2013). In ILO’s words “There is no doubt that what 

young people strive for is the chance of a decent and productive job from which to build a 

better future ... Take away that hope and you are left with a disillusioned youth trapped in 

a cycle of working poverty representing a vast waste of economic potential” (ILO, 

2010:2).  

Unemployment applies to individuals who are without jobs, have taken time and steps to 

actively seek employment and are available for employment (Stats SA, 2018). By the 

broad definition of unemployment 6.7 million South Africans were unemployed in the 

second quarter of 2019, young people account for 55.2 percent of unemployed persons. 

This alone renders general and youth unemployment a scourge in South Africa’s labour 

market (Stats SA, 2019). The dynamics of the country’s labour market are complex for 

young people, who mostly struggle to find and even keep a job and are thus confronted 

by long-term unemployment (Graham et al., 2018). According to the National Planning 

Commission (2011) the persistently escalating unemployment levels pose a threat to a 

sustainable and inclusive economy. In South Africa, youth unemployment is a side-effect 

of considerably worsening levels of general unemployment, which have been fluctuating 

since the 1970’s (Mlatsheni & Ranchhod, 2017). However, van de Rheede (2012) alludes 

that the South African economy underwent a structural shift in the democratic era, which 

presented a noteworthy upsurge in the demand for skilled labour, subsequently 

presenting a challenge to unskilled labour. On the contrary, Cloet (2015) contends that 

South Africa’s unemployment has been classified as structural in nature, both skilled and 

unskilled individuals are vulnerable to unemployment.  

The theoretical perspective of unemployment has evolved over time (Brunner, 1978; Hall, 

2003) and South Africa has implemented a number of measures and policies in a bid to 

reduce unemployment levels. Despite the interventions, the youth still carries the burden 

of unemployment and poverty, it can be argued that numerous young people in South 

Africa have lost hope in searching for decent and permanent jobs, some are discouraged 

while others face different challenges preventing them from seeking employment (Stats 
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SA, 2018; Nonyana & Njuho, 2018), the theory of job search proposes that the process of 

searching for a job depends on the opportunity cost of searching persistently. If an 

individual in search of employment is anticipating a positive response and is not incurring 

vast opportunity costs, then the search will be continual (Kooreman & Ridder, 1981; 

Jacob, 2008). The rest of the paper is organised as follows: section 2 discusses the 

literature, with particular attention to youth labour market dynamics. Section 3 touches on 

the methodology, followed by results and discussion. The last section concludes the 

study and provides recommendations thereof.  

2 Contextual background 

2.1 Youth employability and discouragement (depression) 

Unemployment, and the discouragement that stems from seeking work including several other 

reasons the youth is not seeking for employment is not merely a socioeconomic problem, it also 

embodies mental health (depression) costs and detrimental consequences (Björklund,1985; 

Strandh, Winefield, Nilsson & Hammarstro 2014). There is growing evidence of the relationship 

between unemployment and depression (Farré, Fasani, & Mueller, 2015; Björklund,1985; Strandh 

et al., 2014), literature describes depression as continual feelings of low self-esteem, 

worthlessness, powerlessness and in other cases suicidal thoughts (Steadman & Taskila, 2015; 

Taris, 2002). Health professionals have argued that unemployment is one of the causes of 

depression (Furnham, 1984; de Witte, Rothmann & Jackson, 2012; Farré et al., 2015), regardless 

of psychological health background (Lannoy et al., 2015). According to Björklund (1985), the 

shock of unemployment triggers stress and the duration of being unemployed weakens an 

individual’s mental wellbeing leading to depression.  

 

The expectancy-valence theory relates an individual’s behaviour to their perceived outcomes, 

whether positive or negative. The theory deduces that the infuriation unemployed people 

experience when seeking employment is associated with mental-illnesses such as depression, 

however the impacts are severe when an individual perceives being employed as attractive since 

they have expectations of finding employment in the near future (Furnham, 1984). On the other 

hand, the latent deprivation theory is useful in explaining the experiences of the unemployed, it 

proposes that individuals do not only seek employment for financial gain, but there are latent 

functions that they gain from employment such as a daily routine, interaction with the outside 

world either than immediate family, establishment of own individuality and many other basic 

human needs (Jahoda, 1982; de Witte et al., 2012; Makiwane & Kwizera, 2008). Deprivation of 

the latent functions leads to boredom and purposelessness triggering depressive episodes 

(Jahoda, 1982; de Witte et al., 2012; Makiwane & Kwizera, 2008).  

 

Chronic unemployment is an excruciating reality for South Africans, young and old especially the 

youth who are usually first time employment seekers. Health professionals have expressed the 

interlinkages between economic indicators (such as unemployment, income, wealth and so forth) 

and depression (Farré et al., 2015). The phase of unemployment is commonly accompanied by 

monetary worries, loss of income leads to change in living standards which essentially strains an 

individual mentally and physically (Lannoy, Graham & Patel, 2018). Unemployed youth lack 
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financial means and often feel stigmatised and deprived of valuable resources, respect and status 

in the society (Taris, 2002). The longer the youth is trapped in unemployment the more likely they 

are to fall into depression and further get discouraged from seeking employment (The South 

African Depression and Anxiety Group, 2019). National Planning Commission (2011) argue that 

youth employability and the condition of psychological depression is progressively considered a 

national emergency since the youth feel excluded from the labour market and the society at large, 

this gives birth to feelings of worthlessness (The South African Depression and Anxiety Group, 

2019). The phenomenon is a rather challenging yet unique problem for the health profession and 

the economy at large. Strandh et al. (2014) concurs, arguing that as opposed to other reasons 

individuals may be not be engaged in the labour market (e.g. study leave, maternity leave 

etcetera), unemployment duration has undeniable adverse health consequences. Youth is a 

delicate time for many individuals and long-term exposure to unemployment may lead to 

permanent psychological depression (de Witte et al., 2012). 

2.2 Dynamics surrounding youth employability 

Age discrimination has grown to be a significant problem for younger and older employees in the 
labour market (Schwartz & Kleiner, 1999; Neumark & Stock, 1997; Taylor & Walker, 2003; 
Cheung et al., 2011; Axelrad et al., 2018). Research alludes to unemployment of the youth and 
that of older employees, however, there are notable disparities between the two in as far as 
attributes, extent and solutions are concerned (Flek et al., 2017). Youth unemployment is set in 
motion as soon as the youth are eligible to participate in the labour force (Axelrad et al., 2018). 
The probability of unemployment is more prominent for the youth than it is for older individuals as 
first jobs are often unpredictable and short-term (Jacob, 2008). Kelly et al.  (2012) expounds on 
the former narrative, pointing out that the youth often occupies temporary employment which is 
not secured, poorly compensated and in worst cases bad working conditions (Makiwane & 
Kwizera, 2008). This intensifies youth vulnerability in the labour market, while acknowledging 
economic slumps that affect cyclically sensitive sectors. 
 
Youth usually lacks skills and work experience that employment prospects require, as a result 
employment opportunities are given to more experienced individuals (Eriksson & Dan-Olof, 2014; 
Axelrad et al., 2018). Eriksson and Dan-Olof (2014) assert that it is difficult for younger 
employees to acquire experience and relevant skills when older employees occupy key positions. 
The transition from schooling to employment is challenging for young people thus perpetuating 
long-term joblessness. Youth tend to have high expectations in as far as wage reservations, this 
is due to persistently increasing costs of living and high labour cost, as a result their employability 
is affected (Kooreman & Ridder, 1983; Festus et al., 2016; Rankin & Roberts, 2011). Studies 
(Pauw, Oosthuizen & van der Westhuizen, 2006) argue that young people also lack interpersonal 
and communication skills as well as emotional intelligence. Life expectancy has increased, the 
retirement age has therefore increased, this implies that older and experienced individuals stay in 
employment longer leaving less room for new labour market entrants (Axelrad et al., 2018).  
 
Arguably, labour market discrimination in the hiring process and over earnings is common, 
however age discrimination has been overlooked (Taylor & Walker, 2003), Cheung et al. (2011) 
argue that age discrimination in employment is often disguised as early retirement for older 
employees, though used as cost cutting and effectiveness strategies in times of economic 
downturns. On the contrary, Caliendo and Schmidl (2015) contend that even though economic 
sluggishness is inevitable and has given rise to retrenchments, labour market biases contribute to 
the escalating level of youth unemployment since employers tend to release younger employees 
in an effort to reduce costs, thus avoiding laying off an experienced employee. Over and above 
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labour market experience, employers find it less strenuous to lay-off the youth since employment 
protection laws only take effect after a certain period of employment, seemingly, employers tend 
to use “last in, first out” systems when retrenching. Compensation for lay-offs is higher for 
experienced employees who in most cases have served the company longer, retrenchments in 
this regard are avoided where possible (Axelrad et al., 2018). Over and above age discrimination 
practices in employment, an argument exists that younger people have a higher chance of being 
invited for an interview compared to their older counterparts, younger people are perceived as 
flexible, adaptable and less expectant of higher salaries (Barth, 2000). South Africa’s youth labour 
market has an impact on supply and demand side factor of employment. Sluggish economic 
growth and the intensity of technological innovations dampens labour-intensive employment. This 
particularly affects individuals in low skilled employment. Notwithstanding the youth 
unemployment challenges, several young people gain access to the labour market and secure 
stable employment without difficulty though relatively few (Axelrad et al., 2018). 

2.3 Overview of the South African youth labour market 

South Africa’s labour law rigidity is a constraint to first time employment seekers (Bernstein, 
2014). The youth labour market is plagued by persistently increasing unemployment levels as one 
in three young people is not a labour force participant (Stats SA, 2018), while those who 
participate are confronted by different labour market challenges, such as low pay, poor working 
conditions and the like (Patel, Khan & Englert 2018). Lack of experience and long-term 
unemployment remain critical drivers of youth unemployment in South Africa, however, these 
issues are not just unique to South Africa’s labour market, they are evident in many developing 
countries (ILO, 2019; Biavaschi et al., 2013).  
 
According to Patel et al. (2018) daily constraints such as living and transport expenses are among 
the reasons young people are unemployed and not looking for employment. Individuals at 
community level are unable to effectively search for employment in remote and underdeveloped 
areas further from the so called “economic hubs” due to financial constraints, this presents a 
challenge to the youth who cannot afford to buy data or visit an internet café (Mlatsheni, 2007; 
Smith, 2011). In the 21st century, social networks play a significant role in seeking and finding 
potential employment prospects, individuals with no access to these are excluded from reaching 
the labour market, while asymmetric information in the labour market is also alluded to as a 
reason for increasing youth unemployment levels (Graham et al., 2016).  
 
In some cases, the youth is constrained from looking for employment by health issues, pregnancy 
being one of the reasons (Haffejee, O’Connor & Govender, 2017). As regards historical data, 
South Africa’s youth unemployment has a tendency of increasing in the first quarter of each year, 
compared to the last (4th) quarter of the year. It is often argued that this is a result of first time job 
seekers entering the labour market in the first quarter of the year (Stats SA, 2019). In the second 
quarter of 2019, 55.2 percent of youth aged 15 to 24 were out of jobs, graduates in this age group 
account for 31.0 percent of unemployment, whereas the burden of unemployment is concentrated 
amongst the youth (aged 15–34 years) accounting for 63.4 percent of unemployment. Higher 
education is still an important requirement for a successful school-to-employment in South Africa, 
where the probability of unemployment tends to be lower for graduates than it is for individuals 
with lower education levels. According to ILO (2019) youth are not able to acquire relevant skills 
and experience demanded by the labour market, when they are not in employment, education or 
training (NEET). This negatively affects their prospects of being employed and undermines 
economic growth and its sustainability. The gender imbalance seems to be a significant factor in 
the youth labour market, young females are still disadvantaged and mostly excluded from the 
labour market, especially those situated in rural areas and townships, since they spend most of 
their time running households. In the democratic era, Black youth are still the most vulnerable to 
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unemployment, compared to other races, particularly White youth who are most likely to be in 
stable employment (Branson, De Lannoy and Brynde, 2019). Despite the challenges faced by 
young people in South Africa’s labour market, Lannoy et al., (2018) argues that labour force 
participation of the youth from the supply side has increased in the country due to human capital 
enhancement. The next section discusses the methodology and analysis done in the study.  

3 Methodology and analysis 

3.1 Research approach and data 

The primary objective of the study was to explore the South African youth’s perception of the 

reasons why they are not looking for employment, over and above their employment status. A 

cross sectional research design was followed which then necessitated a quantitative research 

approach. The study used secondary data centred on the latest (2017) labour market dynamic 

(LMD) survey released by Statistics South Africa (Stats SA). The survey had a total of 276 878 

respondents across all ages (15-64) and also representative of various geography and population 

types. However, for the purposes of this study, the sample was limited to young people between 

the ages of 15 and 34 years irrespective of their employment status, totaling the sample size to 

91422. 

3.2 Data analysis 

The data was analysed using IBM SPSS Statistics Version 25 software where both descriptive 

analysis and cross tabulations were utilised to investigate the South African youth’s perception of 

the reasons why they are not looking for work. Furthermore, the Pearson chi-square test was 

utilised to determine significant differences in responses. The findings are discussed in the next 

section. 

4 Findings and discussions 

4.1 Demographics 

Table 1 provides the demographic characteristics of the sample (N=91422). It indicates the 

frequencies and percentages of the chosen demographics. Based on the results, the gender 

profile was objectively balanced although in favour of females (51.1%) who were more than males 

(48.9%). In as far as race is concerned, Blacks constituted the majority at 85.9 percent followed 

by Coloureds (8.7%). Whites and Indians accounted for 3.7 percent and 1.8 percent respectively. 

Further results show that more than 80 percent of the participants were neither married nor living 

together with someone. 

 

Table 1: Demographic profile of the sample 

Aspect Sub-cat. f % Aspect Sub-cat. f % 

Gender  
Male  44672 48.9 

Marital status 

Married / living 
together 

16132 17.6 

Female  46750 51.1 Not married / 
Living alone  

75290 82.4 

Race  

Black  78487 85.9 

White  3354 3.7 

Location  

Western Cape  9341 10.2 

Asian/Indian 1643 1.8 Eastern Cape  10871 11.9 

Coloured  7938 8.7 Northern 3529 3.9 
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Cape  

Education 
Status 

(1)No 
schooling 

879 1.0 Free State  5605 6.1 

(2)Less than 
primary 
completed 

3874 4.2 Kwazulu-Natal 17079 18.7 

(3)Primary 
completed 

3995 4.4 North West  5604 6.1 

(4)Secondary 
not completed 

47461 51.9 Gauteng 21073 23.1 

(5)Secondary 
completed 

26936 29.5 Mpumalanga  8129 8.9 

(6)Tertiary 7568 8.3 
Limpopo 10191 11.1 

Geography 
type 

Rural  33014 36.1 

Urban 58408 63.9 

Employment 
status  

Employed 27493 30.1 

Metro 50834 55.6 

Unemployed 18155 19.9 
Non-metro 40588 44.4 

Unemployment 
status  

Job loser  5284 8.3 

Job leaver  984 1.5 

Re-entrant 5393 8.4 
Discouraged 
work-seeker 

6994 7.7 

New entrant  49176 76.9 

Other NEA 38780 42.4 Last worked  
>5 years ago 

3092 4.8 

Long-term 
Unemployment  

1 year and 
longer 

11 886 65.5 

    
Less than 1 
year 

6 269 34.5 

Source: LMD survey data 

 

If attention is placed on unemployed youth, based on the unemployment status, 76.9 percent of 

the participants are new labour market entrants who are first time work-seekers, re-entrants 

(7.7%) who are marginally more than those who are unemployed because they have lost their 

jobs (8.3%). At least 65.5 percent of the respondents have been unemployed for longer than a 

year. These are worrying statistics as evidence (e.g. Garcia & Fares, 2008) shows that the longer 

a work-seeker remains out of the labour market, the lower their chances of finding employment, 

let alone a stable one. In terms of location, the results in Table 1further depict that more than 20 

percent of the participants were based in Gauteng (23.1%), KwaZulu-Natal (18.7%), Eastern 

Cape (11.9%) and Limpopo (11.1%). In terms of geography type, most of the participants seem to 

be concentrated in urban locations (63.9%) relative to those based in rural locations at 36.1 

percent. Typically, Gauteng, KwaZulu-Natal and Western Cape are categorised as urban 

provinces due to their respective economic standing (John, 2012:55), while the remaining 

provinces are classified as rural (see Mncayi & de Jongh, 2019). Metropolitan areas are home to 

55.6 percent of the sample, while the remaining 44.4 percent are situated in non-metropolitan 

areas. 

 

Young people struggle to complete matric and a large proportion halt their formal education here. 

The distribution in accordance with education status show that a large contingent (51.9%) of 

young people in the sample have not yet completed secondary education relative to those that did 
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at 29.5 percent.  Only 8.3 percent had completed their tertiary education, and this according to 

Branson et al. (2019) limits employment and earning prospects, where evidence (Moleke, 2010; 

Van Broekhuizen, 2016; Green & Henseke, 2016) shows that tertiary education holders enjoy 

better employment outcomes than their secondary and primary school counterparts. In terms of 

employment status, approximately 20 percent of the participants are unemployed (19.9%). An 

estimated 7.7 percent are discouraged work-seekers.  

 

In accordance with elucidating on youth’s reasons pertaining to their lack of employment search. 

Table 2 shows that many young people have stopped looking for work mainly as a result of a lack 

of jobs. In addition, reasons which raise concerns include the unavailability of employment and 

the lack of financial resources to aid with employment search as they are a reflection of more 

structural socio-economic problems. This is not surprising since South Africa’s economy has 

failed to create the much needed employment as a result of a weak economy that has been on 

stagnation for many years (SAIRR, 2016), with growth rates less than 3 percent seen as the new 

norm (Mathe, 2019).  

 

Table 2: Reasons why the unemployed youth are not looking for employment  

Reason f % 

Waiting to be called back  168 .2 

Health reasons 198 .2 

Undergoing training to find work 65 .1 

No work available in area 6502 7.1 

Lack of transport money to look for work 653 .7 

Cannot find work requiring acquired skills/education 216 .2 

Lost hope of finding work 278 .3 

Family considerations/taking care of family 608 .7 

Other reasons for not searching  82734 90.5 

 91 422 100.0 

Source: LMD Survey data 

The economic environment has worsened even further, largely as a result of a fragile political 

climate, reduced global commodity demand, subdued foreign and private investment and 

heightened consumer vulnerability (Kumo, Chulu & Minsat, 2016). This has lowered the demand 

for young workers which is fuelled by their lack of work experience. According to Dolado (2015) 

and Oluwajodu et al. (2015) the labour market is characterised by a tendency to employ mature 

workers who are perceived as more experiences, leaving the youth last in the queue struggling to 

accumulate experience, resulting in long unemployment spells. Many of those who do find 

employment are employed only for a short time before becoming unemployed yet again. 

 

Additionally, another reason for not looking for work relates to the absence of financial resources 

needed to assist with employment search. This could be related to geographical difficulties where 

most youth are situated in rural areas mostly known to be secluded from economic and 

employment activity (de Jongh, 2017). Different to mature adults, young people do not have 

adequate resources to overcome these spatial barriers and enhance flexibility to access labour 

markets (Mlatsheni, 2014). Another reason for not looking for work is because of family 

considerations, while others have also lost any hope of finding work. Further analysis is done 
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using cross tabulations on the youth’s reason for not looking for work and other socio-economic 

variables. The findings are discussed in the next subsection. 

4.2 Cross tabulation analysis 

Table 3 presents an image on the youth’s reasons for not searching for employment in terms of 

racial group. Of those that did not look for employment because of a lack of financial resources, 

more than 95 percent were blacks relative to other races. Furthermore, young blacks also 

constitute majority of those that have lost any hope of finding employment (89.9%) compared to 

their coloured (8.6%), Indian (0.7%) and White (0.7%) counterparts. Blacks as a group struggle 

the most in the labour market and are most likely to encounter negative labour market outcomes, 

and this according to Van Aardt (2012) this characteristic also holds for the younger generations, 

but to a greater degree.  Within those that were not looking for work because the education 

qualifications they have is irrelevant to the needs of the labour market, 89.4 percent are black, 

followed by coloureds at 5.6 percent. The Pearson  testreported in Table 3 confirms the 

differences in the reasons for not looking for work between the various racial groups in the data. A 

p-value of .000 means that we reject the null hypothesis of no significant difference between the 

racial categories in terms of the reasons, and conclude that there is a significant difference in the 

perceptions between blacks, coloureds, Indians and white youth. Generally low investments in the 

education black people receive, which still persist today, have inevitably implied that young blacks 

enter labour markets with low skill sets (Zoch, 2015). White youth are still most likely to have 

better education, find work most easily and therefore improved employment and earning 

prospects (Ingle & Mlatsheni, 2017). 

 

Table 3: Reasons for not looking for work and Race 

 

Population group 

Total 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pearson 

 
(Sig.) 

664.008 
(.000*) 

Black Coloured 
Indian/
Asian 

White 

Reasons 

Waiting to be 
called back 
at work 

Count 106 60 0 2 168 

% within new reasons 63.1% 35.7% 0.0% 1.2% 100.0% 

% within Population 
group 

0.1% 0.8% 0.0% 0.1% 0.2% 

% of Total 0.1% 0.1% 0.0% 0.0% 0.2% 

Health 
reasons 

Count 172 23 2 1 198 

% within new reasons 86.9% 11.6% 1.0% 0.5% 100.0% 

% within Population 
group 

0.2% 0.3% 0.1% 0.0% 0.2% 

% of Total 0.2% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.2% 

Undergoing 
training to 
find work 

Count 55 10 0 0 65 

% within new reasons 84.6% 15.4% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

% within Population 
group 

0.1% 0.1% 0.0% 0.0% 0.1% 

% of Total 0.1% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.1% 

No work 
available in 
area 

Count 6077 348 48 29 6502 

% within new reasons 93.5% 5.4% 0.7% 0.4% 100.0% 

% within Population 
group 

7.7% 4.4% 2.9% 0.9% 7.1% 

% of Total 6.6% 0.4% 0.1% 0.0% 7.1% 

Lack of Count 626 25 1 1 653 
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transport 
money to 
look for work 

% within new reasons 95.9% 3.8% 0.2% 0.2% 100.0% 

% within Population 
group 

0.8% 0.3% 0.1% 0.0% 0.7% 

% of Total 0.7% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.7% 

Cannot find 
work 
requiring 
acquired 
skills and 
education 

Count 193 12 7 4 216 

% within new reasons 89.4% 5.6% 3.2% 1.9% 100.0% 

% within Population 
group 

0.2% 0.2% 0.4% 0.1% 0.2% 

% of Total 0.2% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.2% 

Lost hope of 
finding work 

Count 250 24 2 2 278 

% within new reasons 89.9% 8.6% 0.7% 0.7% 100.0% 

% within Population 
group 

0.3% 0.3% 0.1% 0.1% 0.3% 

% of Total 0.3% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.3% 

Family 
consideratio
ns/taking 
care of family 

Count 562 36 5 5 608 

% within new reasons 92.4% 5.9% 0.8% 0.8% 100.0% 

% within Population 
group 

0.7% 0.5% 0.3% 0.1% 0.7% 

% of Total 0.6% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.7% 

Other 

Count 70446 7400 1578 3310 82734 

% within new reasons 85.1% 8.9% 1.9% 4.0% 100.0% 

% within Population 
group 

89.8% 93.2% 96.0% 98.7% 90.5% 

% of Total 77.1% 8.1% 1.7% 3.6% 90.5% 

Total 

Count 78487 7938 1643 3354 91422 

% within new reasons 85.9% 8.7% 1.8% 3.7% 100.0% 

% within Population 
group 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%  

% of Total 85.9% 8.7% 1.8% 3.7% 100.0% 

Note: * denotes 0.01 level of significance, ** 0.05 level of significance 

Source: LMF survey data 

 

The gender facet in the explanation of a lack of employment search as indicated in Table 4 

signals that young females are confronted with even greater obstacles in getting into the labour 

market than young males in South Africa (Orr & Van Meelis, 2014). Between the two genders, of 

those that were not looking for employment as a result of family considerations, 96.5 percent 

were young females relative to their male counterparts (3.5%). Traditionally, women face cultural 

barriers that have always prevented them from actively participating in the labour market. The role 

of women as home carers has meant that their desires must be sacrificed, hampering their 

income generation abilities (de Jongh, Mncayi & Mdluli, 2019). A growing number of women 

encounter negative labour market outcomes (Ingle & Mlatsheni, 2017). 

 

Table 4: Reasons for not looking for work and Gender  

 

Gender 
Total  

 

 

 

 

Male Female 

Reasons 

Waiting to be called back 
at work 

Count 69 99 168 

% within new reasons 41.1% 58.9% 100.0% 

% within Gender 0.2% 0.2% 0.2% 

% of Total 0.1% 0.1% 0.2% 
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Health reasons Count 68 130 198  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pearson 

 
(Sig.) 

617.301 

(.000*) 
 

% within new reasons 34.3% 65.7% 100.0% 

% within Gender 0.2% 0.3% 0.2% 

% of Total 0.1% 0.1% 0.2% 

Undergoing training to find 
work 

Count 29 36 65 

% within new reasons 44.6% 55.4% 100.0% 

% within Gender 0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 

% of Total 0.0% 0.0% 0.1% 

No work available in area Count 2881 3621 6502 

% within new reasons 44.3% 55.7% 100.0% 

% within Gender 6.4% 7.7% 7.1% 

% of Total 3.2% 4.0% 7.1% 

Lack of transport money to 
look for work 

Count 268 385 653 

% within new reasons 41.0% 59.0% 100.0% 

% within Gender 0.6% 0.8% 0.7% 

% of Total 0.3% 0.4% 0.7% 

Cannot find work requiring 
acquired skills and 
education 

Count 106 110 216 

% within new reasons 49.1% 50.9% 100.0% 

% within Gender 0.2% 0.2% 0.2% 

% of Total 0.1% 0.1% 0.2% 

Lost hope of finding work Count 124 154 278 

% within new reasons 44.6% 55.4% 100.0% 

% within Gender 0.3% 0.3% 0.3% 

% of Total 0.1% 0.2% 0.3% 

Family 
considerations/taking care 
of family 

Count 21 587 608 

% within new reasons 3.5% 96.5% 100.0% 

% within Gender 0.0% 1.3% 0.7% 

% of Total 0.0% 0.6% 0.7% 

Other Count 41106 41628 82734 

% within new reasons 49.7% 50.3% 100.0% 

% within Gender 92.0% 89.0% 90.5% 

% of Total 45.0% 45.5% 90.5% 

Total 

Count 44672 46750 91422 

% within new reasons 48.9% 51.1% 100.0% 

% within Gender 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 48.9% 51.1% 100.0% 

Note: * denotes 0.01 level of significance, ** 0.05 level of significance 

Source: LMF survey data 

In terms of Table 5, the education status categories were numbered (see Table 1). Majority of 

respondents that were not searching for employment of a mismatch between their education and 

available work have not completed their secondary schooling (37.5%), followed by those that 

have tertiary education (25.5%) and those who have completed their secondary schooling 

(23.1%). Over the years, there has been an increase in the number of students graduating in 

generic courses (i.e. those that do not directly prepare one for a profession) (e.g. DHET, 2019) 

which has becoming a problem since the number of jobs available in these fields are outweighed 

by the number of graduates in the field (Mncayi & Dunga, 2016). The former courses have higher 

unemployment rates and longer spells of unemployment (Adcorp, 2014; Altbeker & Storme, 2013, 

Van Broekhuizen, 2016). From Table 5, a large number of respondents in the 4th and 5th 

education status seems to identify the most with the indicated reasons including not searching for 

employment because they feel there are no job in their areas, have lost hope of finding 
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employment. A large number of young people that are discouraged job-seekers are in the lower 

education status, i.e. secondary and primary schooling, suggesting that demand in the youth 

labour market has shifted towards high skills, implying that those without any higher education 

qualification would struggle being absorbed by the labour market (Mlatsheni, 2014). South 

Africa’s economy has also been creating employment that is highly concentrated to the tertiary 

sector, typically requiring higher skills levels than those of the average work seeker (De Lannoy et 

al., 2018). Other contributing factors include the country’s poor education system (Spaull, 2013). 

 

Table 5: Reasons for not looking for work and Education status  

 

Education Status 

Total 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pearson 

 
(Sig.) 

713.07
0 

(.000*) 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 Other 

Reasons 

Waiting to be 
called back at 
work 

Count 0 11 7 107 39 3 1 168 

% within 
reasons 

0.0% 6.5
% 

4.2
% 

63.7% 23.2% 1.8
% 

0.6% 100.0% 

% within 
Education 
Status 

0.0% 0.3
% 

0.2
% 

0.2% 0.1% 0.0
% 

0.1% 0.2% 

% of Total 0.0% 0.0
% 

0.0
% 

0.1% 0.0% 0.0
% 

0.0% 0.2% 

Health 
reasons 

Count 5 19 10 99 49 6 10 198 

% within 
reasons 

2.5% 9.6
% 

5.1
% 

50.0% 24.7% 3.0
% 

5.1% 100.0% 

% within 
Education 
Status 

0.6% 0.5
% 

0.3
% 

0.2% 0.2% 0.1
% 

1.4% 0.2% 

% of Total 0.0% 0.0
% 

0.0
% 

0.1% 0.1% 0.0
% 

0.0% 0.2% 

Undergoing 
training to 
find work 

Count  
 

0 

0 2 21 32 10 0 65 

% within new 
reasons 

0.0% 0.0
% 

3.1
% 

32.3% 49.2% 15.4
% 

0.0% 100.0% 

% within 
Education 
Status 

0.0% 0.0
% 

0.1
% 

0.0% 0.1% 0.1
% 

0.0% 0.1% 

% of Total 0.0% 0.0
% 

0.0
% 

0.0% 0.0% 0.0
% 

0.0% 0.1% 

No work 
available in 
area 

Count 46 484 328 3431 1949 244 20 6502 

% within new 
reasons 

0.7% 7.4
% 

5.0
% 

52.8% 30.0% 3.8
% 

0.3% 100.0% 

% within 
Education 
Status 

5.2% 12.5
% 

8.2
% 

7.2% 7.2% 3.2
% 

2.8% 7.1% 

% of Total 0.1% 0.5
% 

0.4
% 

3.8% 2.1% 0.3
% 

0.0% 7.1% 

Lack of 
transport 
money to 
look for work 

Count 8 45 45 345 194 16 0 653 

% within new 
reasons 

1.2% 6.9
% 

6.9
% 

52.8% 29.7% 2.5
% 

0.0% 100.0% 

% within 
Education 
Status 

0.9% 1.2
% 

1.1
% 

0.7% 0.7% 0.2
% 

0.0% 0.7% 
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% of Total 0.0% 0.0
% 

0.0
% 

0.4% 0.2% 0.0
% 

0.0% 0.7% 

Cannot find 
work 
requiring 
acquired 
skills and 
education 

Count 0 12 11 81 50 55 7 216 

% within new 
reasons 

0.0% 5.6
% 

5.1
% 

37.5% 23.1% 25.5
% 

3.2% 100.0% 

% within 
Education 
Status 

0.0% 0.3
% 

0.3
% 

0.2% 0.2% 0.7
% 

1.0% 0.2% 

% of Total 0.0% 0.0
% 

0.0
% 

0.1% 0.1% 0.1
% 

0.0% 0.2% 

Lost hope of 
finding work 

Count 2 12 18 143 88 12 3 278 

% within new 
reasons 

0.7% 4.3
% 

6.5
% 

51.4% 31.7% 4.3
% 

1.1% 100.0% 

% within 
Education 
Status 

0.2% 0.3
% 

0.5
% 

0.3% 0.3% 0.2
% 

0.4% 0.3% 

% of Total 0.0% 0.0
% 

0.0
% 

0.2% 0.1% 0.0
% 

0.0% 0.3% 

Family 
consideration
s/taking care 
of family 

Count 10 28 25 374 150 17 4 608 

% within new 
reasons 

1.6% 4.6
% 

4.1
% 

61.5% 24.7% 2.8
% 

0.7% 100.0% 

% within 
Education 
Status 

1.1% 0.7
% 

0.6
% 

0.8% 0.6% 0.2
% 

0.6% 0.7% 

% of Total 0.0% 0.0
% 

0.0
% 

0.4% 0.2% 0.0
% 

0.0% 0.7% 

Other 

Count 808 326
3 

354
9 

42860 24385 720
5 

664 82734 

% within new 
reasons 

1.0% 3.9
% 

4.3
% 

51.8% 29.5% 8.7
% 

0.8% 100.0% 

% within 
Education 
Status 

91.9% 84.2
% 

88.8
% 

90.3% 90.5% 95.2
% 

93.7% 90.5% 

% of Total 0.9% 3.6
% 

3.9
% 

46.9% 26.7% 7.9
% 

0.7% 90.5% 

Total 

Count 879 387
4 

399
5 

47461 26936 756
8 

709 91422 

% within new 
reasons 

1.0% 4.2
% 

4.4
% 

51.9% 29.5% 8.3
% 

0.8% 100.0% 

% within 
Education 
Status 

100.0
% 

100.
0% 

100.
0% 

100.0
% 

100.0
% 

100.
0% 

100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 1.0% 4.2
% 

4.4
% 

51.9% 29.5% 8.3
% 

0.8% 100.0% 

Note: * denotes 0.01 level of significance, ** 0.05 level of significance 

Source: LMF survey data 

In terms of provincial location, most youth that stopped looking for work because of the 

unavailability of work in their areas were from rural provinces (61.6%) in contrast to 38.4 percent 

based in urban provinces (see Table 6). These findings are also echoed by further analysis (not 

shown) with regards to geographical location which show that 60.1 percent of the respondents 

who identified with that reason were from non-metropolitan areas relative to 39.9 percent from 
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metropolitan areas1. According to Fischer and Siddiq (2013) the main difference between a 

metro-area and a non-metro is the strong commuting links to a large urbanised centre a metro-

area has compared to a non-metro. Weingarden (2017) identified growing disparities between 

metro and non-metro areas in the US. The study found that over and above the low educational 

rates, those from non-metro areas are more likely to be unemployed or out of the labour force 

compared to their metro counterparts. In South Africa, many small towns and rural areas have 

stagnated, while the more urban locations have continued to reinforce their economic superiority 

(John, 2012). 

 

Table 6: Reasons for not looking for work and provincial location  

 

Province/Location  

Total 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Pearson 

 
(Sig.) 

552.280 
(.000*) 

 

Rural 
provinces 

Urban 
provinces 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reasons 

Waiting to be called 
back at work 

Count 80 88 168 

% within new reasons 47.6% 52.4% 100.0% 

% within New 
province 

0.2% 0.2% 0.2% 

% of Total 0.1% 0.1% 0.2% 

Health reasons 

Count 102 96 198 

% within new reasons 51.5% 48.5% 100.0% 

% within New 
province 

0.2% 0.2% 0.2% 

% of Total 0.1% 0.1% 0.2% 

Undergoing training 
to find work 

Count 37 28 65 

% within new reasons 56.9% 43.1% 100.0% 

% within New 
province 

0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 

% of Total 0.0% 0.0% 0.1% 

No work available in 
area 

Count 4007 2495 6502 

% within new reasons 61.6% 38.4% 100.0% 

% within New 
province 

9.1% 5.3% 7.1% 

% of Total 4.4% 2.7% 7.1% 

Lack of transport 
money to look for 
work 

Count 342 311 653 

% within new reasons 52.4% 47.6% 100.0% 

% within New 
province 

0.8% 0.7% 0.7% 

% of Total 0.4% 0.3% 0.7% 

Cannot find work 
requiring acquired 
skills and education 

Count 96 120 216 

% within new reasons 44.4% 55.6% 100.0% 

% within New 
province 

0.2% 0.3% 0.2% 

% of Total 0.1% 0.1% 0.2% 

Lost hope of finding 
work 

Count 111 167 278 

% within new reasons 39.9% 60.1% 100.0% 

% within New 
province 

0.3% 0.4% 0.3% 

                                                           
1
 Pearson (Sig.) = 923.640 (.000*) 
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% of Total 0.1% 0.2% 0.3% 

Family 
considerations/taking 
care of family 

Count 337 271 608 

% within new reasons 55.4% 44.6% 100.0% 

% within New 
province 

0.8% 0.6% 0.7% 

% of Total 0.4% 0.3% 0.7% 

Other 

Count 38817 43917 82734 

% within new reasons 46.9% 53.1% 100.0% 

% within New 
province 

88.4% 92.5% 90.5% 

% of Total 42.5% 48.0% 90.5% 

Total 

Count 43929 47493 91422 

% within new reasons 48.1% 51.9% 100.0% 

% within New 
province 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

% of Total 48.1% 51.9% 100.0% 

Note: * denotes 0.01 level of significance, ** 0.05 level of significance 

Source: LMF survey data 

Table 7 below further reinforces that young people who have stopped looking for work for various 

reasons are discouraged job-seekers, who endure lengthier unemployment spells and low 

probabilities of re-entering the labour market, ultimately trapped in a vicious cycle of poverty. The 

Pearson  test confirms the differences in the reasons for not looking for work between the 

various employment statuses in the data. 

Table 7: Reasons for not looking for work and employment status 

 

Employment status 

Total 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pearson 

 
(Sig.) 

93594.55

5 
(.000*) 

Employed Unemployed 
Discouraged 
job seeker 

Other 
NEA 

Reasons 

Waiting to 
be called 
back at 
work 

Count 0 0 0 168 168 

% within new 
reasons 

0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0
% 

100.0% 

% within 
Employment 
status 

0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.4% 0.2% 

% of Total 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.2% 0.2% 

Health 
reasons 

Count 0 0 0 198 198 

% within new 
reasons 

0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0
% 

100.0% 

% within 
Employment 
status 

0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.5% 0.2% 

% of Total 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.2% 0.2% 

Undergoing 
training to 
find work 

Count 0 0 0 65 65 

% within new 
reasons 

0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0
% 

100.0% 

% within 
Employment 
status 

0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.2% 0.1% 

% of Total 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.1% 0.1% 

No work Count 0 0 6500 2 6502 
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available in 
area 

% within new 
reasons 

0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

% within 
Employment 
status 

0.0% 0.0% 92.9% 0.0% 7.1% 

% of Total 0.0% 0.0% 7.1% 0.0% 7.1% 

Lack of 
transport 
money to 
look for 
work 

Count 0 0 0 653 653 

% within new 
reasons 

0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0
% 

100.0% 

% within 
Employment 
status 

0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 1.7% 0.7% 

% of Total 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.7% 0.7% 

Cannot find 
work 
requiring 
acquired 
skills and 
education 

Count 0 0 216 0 216 

% within new 
reasons 

0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

% within 
Employment 
status 

0.0% 0.0% 3.1% 0.0% 0.2% 

% of Total 0.0% 0.0% 0.2% 0.0% 0.2% 

Lost hope 
of finding 
work 

Count 0 0 278 0 278 

% within new 
reasons 

0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

% within 
Employment 
status 

0.0% 0.0% 4.0% 0.0% 0.3% 

% of Total 0.0% 0.0% 0.3% 0.0% 0.3% 

Family 
considerati
ons/taking 
care of 
family 

Count 0 0 0 608 608 

% within new 
reasons 

0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0
% 

100.0% 

% within 
Employment 
status 

0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 1.6% 0.7% 

% of Total 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.7% 0.7% 

Other 
reasons  

Count 27493 18155 0 37086 82734 

% within new 
reasons 

33.2% 21.9% 0.0% 44.8% 100.0% 

% within 
Employment 
status 

100.0% 100.0% 0.0% 95.6% 90.5% 

% of Total 30.1% 19.9% 0.0% 40.6% 90.5% 

Total 

Count 27493 18155 6994 38780 91422 

% within new 
reasons 

30.1% 19.9% 7.7% 42.4% 100.0% 

% within 
Employment 
status 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0
% 

100.0%  

% of Total 30.1% 19.9% 7.7% 42.4% 100.0% 

Note: * denotes 0.01 level of significance, ** 0.05 level of significance 
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Source: LMF survey data 

5 Conclusions and recommendations 

The study in question investigated the youth’s perceptions of why they are not looking for 

work. Of the conjectured reasons, many young people had stopped searching for work 

mainly because there is a lack of jobs in their areas of location, and this was especially 

the case for those in rural (non-metropolitan) areas. Another reason that raises concern 

include a lack of financial resources like transport money which seem to prevent many 

young people from pursuing employment search. Furthermore, many young job-seekers 

that have stopped looking for work seem to have education that is not sought by the 

modern economy, and therefore employers. This was the case for those who have 

secondary schooling and tertiary education, perhaps suggesting that tertiary graduates 

could be in fields that are irrelevant to the labour market needs. Lastly, young people in 

the survey have lost any hope of finding any work, which is an indication of long-term 

unemployment. From this analysis, it is evident that a low levels of education and a weak 

economic environment are one of the main challenges that the South African government 

needs to address the youth unemployment and poverty situation.  

The study therefore concludes these factors as the main reasons which authorities need 

to be aware of. In terms of recommendations, there is need to up-skill ill-educated young 

work-seekers to better their chances of finding sustainable employment. Poor quality 

education has seen many youth ending their education before reaching matric, fuelling 

the unemployment numbers. Therefore, it is crucial that authorities reform the education 

policy to ensure optimally constructed skills development. Also, more reforms are needed 

to facilitate an environment conducive to economic growth and investment spending. An 

implementation of skills training programmes and internships that will ingest a significant 

number the youth in employment opportunities. The findings of the study prove the 

necessity to create conditions for sustainable employment opportunities, which will be 

augmented by a growing economy. 
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