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This policy brief is informed by MISTRA’s edited research
volume, Youth in South Africa: Agency, (in)visibility and
national development. The volume sets out the youth
policy environment, the historic background to the
youth’s role in national development and the structural
challenges facing many young people.

It also explores the resilience and agency that young
people demonstrate as social, economic and political
participants, as well as some of the processes of
identity formation that young people engage in. The
policy recommendations arising out of this analysis are
set out below.

South Africa has historically held contradictory perceptions and expectations of its youth.
This is mirrored in the post-1994 policy environment for youth, in which initiatives and
frameworks to address youth development are shaped simultaneously around the ‘problem’
of youth, and the promise they hold for the country’s future.
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Key Findings

1. South Africa has historically held contradictory perceptions and expectations of its youth. This is mirrored in the
post-1994 policy environment for youth, in which initiatives and frameworks to address youth development are
shaped simultaneously around the ‘problem’ of youth, and the promise they hold for the country’s future.
2. Young people continue to be socially excluded in post-apartheid South Africa, despite policies aimed at dealing
with this exclusion. Structural impediments continue to shape the experience of youth as well as their prospects
for the future.
3. Many young people experience a period of so-called ‘waithood’ in which enduring social and economic challenges
prolong their transition from childhood to adulthood. Policy interventions must facilitate the youth’s exit from
waithood. This requires linking policy responses to the structural and social environments in which young people
live, and to the multifaceted ways in which they face deprivation and exclusion.
4. Policymakers must recognise and engage with the ways in which young people express their agency and identity.
This includes incorporating perspectives of young people often expressed through popular culture, arts, religion
and protest.
5. If we are to generate solutions for a more inclusive future, the views of young people themselves must inform policy
approaches and interventions.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Mainstreaming youth development
• Youth development should be mainstreamed across
government departments and policy frameworks.
• Policies must address the multi-faceted and
intersectional ways in which young people
experience deprivation and exclusion. Interaction

between government departments and agencies is
required to ensure that interventions in one area
are not undermined, or even reversed, by ongoing
deprivations in another.

Increase youth visibility and harness agency
• The youth must be empowered to participate in the
policymaking process. This requires actively seeking
and integrating their inputs into policy solutions.
• Policy approaches must involve meaningful engagement
with the causes and perspectives raised by youth
movements and by the messages expressed by young
people through activism and protest.
• Policymakers must, in addition, engage with the everyday,
ground-level, informal spaces and means by which young
people express their needs, aspirations and identities.

These include religious engagement, popular cultural
expression and, increasingly, digital activity.
• Policies for youth development must include support
for youth-led initiatives and programmes in ways that
actively harness young people’s drive and creative spirit.
• Youth-led initiatives and non-profit organisations
(NPOs) should be given support from government,
private sector and established NPOs to build their
leadership and project management capabilities.

Youth identities and wellbeing
• Many young people remain either invisible, or visible
and problematised. Policy initiatives must recognise
both the fluidity and intersectional nature of young
people’s identities and deprivations.
• Policy dialogues on youth development must take
account of the ways in which young people’s experiences
and personal development trajectories intersect with
race, class, gender and geography.
• Youth development policies must actively prevent
the silencing and marginalisation of queer youth, and
recognise the ways in which sexual and gender identity
intersect with race and class in ways that exacerbate
exclusion.

• Policy dialogue on youth sexual health and wellbeing
must incorporate the views and experiences of young
people themselves.
• Interventions intended to support the sexual and
reproductive health of young women must address
concerns raised by women themselves. This includes
recognition of women’s sexual agency and role as
decisionmakers, as well as their vulnerability.
• Initiatives in youth sexual health and wellbeing must
take account of young people’s lived environments and
the ways in which education, unemployment, poverty
and gender roles shape sexual and reproductive
trajectories, including those entailed in sexual
maturation and teenage pregnancy.
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Youth unemployment
• There is a strong need for labour market interventions
to specifically address the trend of discouragement
amongst young work-seekers, and to assist young
people to navigate between education and
employment. These interventions should ensure
that youth who are not in education, employment
or training remain engaged with social and economic
structures.
• Further concerted effort is needed to ensure that
interventions to address youth unemployment are
well coordinated so that the support available to
youth is clear and accessible.
• Collaboration between online jobseeker support
platforms could maximise the possibility of connecting
people to opportunities.
• More must be done to target the underlying causes
of gender inequality in employment. This includes
facilitating access to affordable, quality early childhood
development centres; expanding the work of child and
youth care workers; and family policies that promote

gender-equitable care.
• Public employment programmes are valuable
mechanisms to create entry-level work for young
people. The Basic Education Employment Initiative
(within the Presidential Employment Stimulus) is a
welcome initiative.
• Initiatives such has the Presidential Youth Employment
Intervention (PYEI) to increase skills and guide young
people into sustainable livelihoods must be cultivated.
Crucial components are the involvement of nongovernmental stakeholders, and the strengthening of
young people’s abilities to navigate online systems.
Accountability, transparency and real-time monitoring
of the PYEI’s outcomes will be key to understanding
the intervention’s success and/or shortcomings.
• Online jobseeker support platforms assisting youth
to find work must be responsive to the lived realities
and contexts that shape the job search. This requires
designing platforms that enable feedback and
minimise emotional stress and discouragement.

Entrepreneurship
• Programmes to support youth entrepreneurship must
be responsive to young people’s lived environments,
and the conditions that need to be in place for
entrepreneurial success.
• Entrepreneurship must be promoted as a viable,
accessible career as opposed to a stop-gap activity
to be undertaken while waiting to get a job. This
involves comprehensive entrepreneurship education
that supports personal development and fosters an
entrepreneurial mindset.
• Entrepreneurship education programmes need to

combine content relating to business and personal
development with financial and emotional support.
• Young people’s experience in informal trade must be
recognised and cultivated; policy support and market
linkages should be provided in order to nurture
entrepreneurial intentions.
• Better information, infrastructure, digital access
and professional and financial resources should be
provided to support youth businesses.
• Entrepreneurship policy outcomes should include
improved employability.

Social support
• Young people must feature centrally in COVID-19
economic recovery initiatives. An essential component
of this is comprehensive social assistance, beyond the
social relief of distress (SRD) grant. This assistance
should be part of a broader work-seeker support plan,

including cash transfers or grants for unemployed
youth who do not benefit from social insurance.
• The increase in depressive symptoms amongst youth,
as a result of the pandemic, highlights the urgent need
for improved access to quality mental health support.

Education and skills development
• Certification must be maximised at all levels, through
the provision of wrap-around and catch-up support
to learners. This is because having an educational
qualification is invaluable for young people pursuing
further education, or seeking to signal their skills to
employers.
• In the aftermath of the pandemic, learning institutions
must prioritise efforts to keep learners connected to
school, college and university to facilitate completion

of grades and qualifications.
• The use of English as the language of instruction in
schools can have a negative impact on the self-worth,
identity and confidence of learners for whom English
is not a first language. Current policy needs to be
improved to include or enhance culturally sensitive
pedagogies and promote indigenous knowledge
building.
• Initiatives to decrease the digital divide must
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be expanded. This includes reducing data costs,
improving young people’s digital literacy and IT skills,
and increasing reliable digital access.
• Policymakers must find innovative ways of bridging
South Africa’s growing skills deficit. This includes
developing skills through post-school education.
• It is imperative to mainstream and broaden young
people’s access to mentorship programmes (which
mostly operate outside of the schooling system). The

integration of these initiatives into school practices
and curriculums would enable wider reach.
• Programmes offered by non-profit organisations to
assist low-income learners to gain access to higher
education must be linked to existing on-campus
support units. This will ensure provision of holistic
(financial, academic and personal) support needed by
university entrants.

Violence and violence prevention
• Youth violence prevention programmes must be
gender and age sensitive. They should also be informed
by an understanding of the historic, systemic underdevelopment and infra-humanisation of black people.
This is essential to connect violence to its structural
determinants and improve efforts to prevent and
combat it.
• Additional interventions must be developed to address
the disproportional prevalence of violence amongst
young black men, as both perpetrators and victims. In
both instances, violence-prevention initiatives must
integrate a focus on young men and masculinities.
• Policies to address the different forms of violence
in young men’s lives should incorporate dedicated
conflict resolution and relationship skills, anticipatory
policing services, accessible support services and
networks that buttress guardianship.
• Existing prevention initiatives that address
male violence against women and girls must be

strengthened. Feminist, consciousness-raising work
must be paired with community-engaged efforts
which mobilise men to take action against violence at
the community level.
• Initiatives aimed at violence prevention should take
into account the importance of reinforcing social
protection systems. These systems offer safety nets,
enhance the effectiveness of guardianship, manage
substance abuse, guard against social isolation and
exclusion, and foster connectedness and care.
• The availability of weapons, and substance abuse,
among young men must be addressed.
• Community-wide initiatives to improve living conditions
and generate employment should be understood
as advancing gender equality. This is because they
provide young men with opportunities for work and
attachments to mainstream social institutions such as
the family and community or religious structures, as
well as to the state and economy.

Interventions must be developed to address the disproportional prevalence of violence
amongst young black men, as both perpetrators and victims. In both instances, violenceprevention initiatives must integrate a focus on young men and masculinities.
The published book containing the research report entitled Youth in South
Africa: Agency, (in)visibility and national development can be purchased
from: sales@jacana.co.za | Tel: +27 011 628 3200

To contact MISTRA
Tel: +27 11 518 0260 | Fax: +27 11 518 0266
Email: web@mistra.org.za | Web: www.mistra.org.za
Address: Cypress Place North,
Woodmead Business Park,
142 Western Service Road,
Woodmead, Johannesburg, 2191
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