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Abstract 

The incidence of unemployment falls most harshly on youth, who are generally low 

skilled and often have no experience of formal sector employment; with just 24.4 percent 

of young people being active in the labour market. In an attempt to assist this 

disenfranchised so called ‘lost generation’ there has been a major shift from passive to 

active labour market programmes in many countries across the world in support of the 

unemployed, where these programmes often concentrate on the youth. But the results on 

these active labour market interventions are very mixed, in terms of their effectiveness, 

with some countries having experienced significant improvements in unemployment 

levels; and others are yet to bring to fruition the economic benefits the programmes had 

hoped to achieve. Through the use of a qualitative research method approach, by means 

of surveys, this paper aims to lend to the lessons around youth labour market 

interventions by conducting a case study on a particular NGO’s youth intervention 

program to see if it has had any impact on reducing youth unemployment. What sets the 

programme apart is that it offered meaningful volunteering as a form of work experience 

as well as a self-development component which allows the youth to be more self-aware. 

The study found that overall the time youth spend in unemployment after completing the 

programme decreased by 6 months and that other unemployment duration determining 

factors play a key role in determining how long a youth spends in unemployment. The 

study found that the attitudes of the participants changed to a more positive outlook on 

their future prospects once they have completed the program; which lends itself to have 

a positive impact on job search activity.  
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1. Introduction 

The level of unemployment, particularly youth unemployment, in post-apartheid South 

Africa has been persistently high; and the estimation of the relationship between 

unemployment duration and the probability of finding work is becoming increasingly 

important. The persistence of chronically high unemployment is arguably the most 

important impediment to poverty reduction in South Africa (Ligthelm, 2006:30). Unlike 

other emerging market economies, the South African labour market is characterised by 

very high levels of unemployment (National Planning Commission [NPC], 2011:12-13) 

which further exacerbates the poverty and inequality problem that South Africa has been 

battling at least since the beginning of the democratic era. On a global scale, South Africa 

makes up 2 percent of the world’s unemployment rate yet only makes up 0.5 percent of 

the global labour force (National Treasury, 2011:13). Unfortunately, the incidence of 

unemployment falls most harshly on youth, who are generally low skilled and often have 

no experience of formal sector employment, with just 24.4 percent of youth people being 

active in the labour market (National Treasury, 2011:12). Although youth unemployment 

is a global phenomenon; for a country with 35.7 percent of its citizens being youth 

(Statistics South Africa, 2018), this has negative implications of another ‘lost generation’ 

in South Africa. 

 

The uncompetitive primary and secondary sectors are amongst the relevant legacies of 

the Apartheid economy which have consistently resulted in job losses since 1994, as well 

as an unskilled and a partially misaligned labour force (NPC 2011:13). The problem of 

youth unemployment is most critical because in it lies a very slow uptake of young 

entrants. Certainly the remnants of the apartheid era have left the country with a ‘lost 

generation’, but the problem facing the country now is that a there is a new generation 

being generated where young people have little link into the economic and social 

participation offered by the world of work (Altman, 2003: 22).  

 

While the booming years of 2002-2007 led to a significant decline in the unemployment 

rate, the 2008/9 global financial crisis had overall negative effects on South Africa’s 

labour market. Unemployment went up from 27.5 percent in 2008 to 32.7 percent in 

2010 (Ismail & Kollamparambil, 2015:301). During this period the youth were the 

hardest hit with unemployment rising from an already high 51.5 percent to 60.3 percent, 



almost 9 percentage points (Ismail & Kollamparambil, 2015:301). In the second quarter 

of 2017, the youth unemployment rate reached an all-time high of 55.9 percent; as of the 

first quarter of 2018 this figure stands at 51.1 percent for youth aged 15-34 years 

(Statistics South Africa [STATS SA], 2018), which means that many youths find 

themselves experiencing long spells of unemployment. Without proper intervention, 

these youth are at risk of remaining in unemployment and thus further ballooning the 

youth unemployment problem as the number of the young who are unemployed is 

growing much faster than that of any of the other unemployed age groups. 

 

Relating to the causes of youth unemployment- there are macroeconomic as well as 

microeconomic reasons for the high level of youth unemployment. The most commonly 

cited of the macroeconomic determinants are: youth wages, aggregate demand, the size 

of the youth labour force and the ever-present lack of skills (Mlatsheni, 2014:27; 

O’Higgins, 2001). The unemployment rate of young people appears to be more sensitive 

to changes in aggregate demand than adult unemployment. This is because young people 

are more likely than older workers to leave their jobs voluntarily during a recession 

(Mlatsheni and Rospabé, 2002). Another major influence on youth employment is the 

extent of job availability and the nature of that employment (Mlatsheni, 2014:11). When 

an economy is not growing at a fast enough pace, employment creation as well as any 

attempts to increase the extent of youth labour market employability become dampened 

(Mlatsheni, 2014:11).  

 

Microeconomic theory provides explanations that are not solely unique to the youth but 

still impact the youth. Examples are human capital theory which offers a justification for 

some of the differences in productivities, indicated by the level of education. A second 

example is job search theories which states that some of the differences in unemployment 

can be explained by different variations of job search methods. There are also the 

controversial variations in how unemployment duration affects employability; these are 

more extensively discussed further in the paper. Then there is imperfect information 

about the labour market which may also be a cause of youth unemployment where an 

employer’s lack of knowledge about the applicant’s productivity causes them to 

discriminate against the candidate based on stereotypes from the employer. But what is 

commonly known to be a major contributing factor to youth not finding work is their 



respective level of education and experience (Mlatsheni, 2014). This paper concentrates 

on the microeconomic causes of youth unemployment by looking at a case study of an 

NGO’s youth participants, specifically how the programme affects the participants’ length 

of unemployment and how that translates to successful transition into the world of work. 

 

The question of whether the length of time an individual spends outside of work 

diminishes their job market opportunities attracts substantial attention from policy 

makers and researchers alike. This reflects the widespread belief that the adverse effect 

of longer unemployment spells- commonly referred to as ‘negative duration 

dependence’- entails a large social cost while undermining the functioning of the labour 

market. Several past studies indicate that the transition from school to work in South 

Africa is quite difficult (Wittenberg, 2002; Lam et al., 2008) and that unemployment is 

duration dependent (Brick & Mlatsheni, 2007). It has proven rather difficult to credibly 

establish that a job seekers chance of finding employment worsens with the length of his 

or her unemployment spell. The difficulty arises in part due to job seekers with different 

unemployment spells who appear similar to researchers but may actually look very 

different to employers. Consequently, the job-finding probability might decline with 

unemployment duration either because of “true” duration dependence or because 

unemployment spell lengths correlate with other fixed characteristics that are observed 

by employers but not necessarily researchers (Kroft, Lange & Notowidigdo, 2013: 1123). 

 

The difficulty young people experience in finding employment in the formal sector is 

heavily tied with their lack of experience (van Aardt, 2012: 55) which employers see as 

an important indicator of ability, resulting in a large number of youths being unemployed 

or spending sustained periods without jobs after completing some form of secondary or 

higher education training (van Aardt, 2012: 59). In light of this prominent youth 

unemployment problem, a wide range of active labour market policies (ALMPS) and 

other interventions, provided by both the public and private sector, have been put in 

place to alleviate youth unemployment. Training interventions supported by the public 

sector were introduced as a means to fast track the development of employees and serve 

as an entry point for young people looking for jobs (National Treasury, 2011:20). Job 

training and placement programs function to reduce the demand for social assistance by 

assisting job seekers to either find employment directly or upskilling them to improve 



their chances of finding employment (Nattrass, 2002:212). In addition, the youth wage 

subsidy was introduced with the aim of providing young, inexperienced workers with 

decent work and experience of the formal labour market (National Treasury, 2011: 33). 

The implications of the introduction of this type of intervention are discussed in length 

in the paper drawing on lessons from both the local and international experience.  

 

In South Africa, the NGO sector is generally dominated by organisations that are in 

collaboration with the government’s objectives; stepping in to alleviate economic and 

social hardships, or to advocate for policy improvements to government service 

provision (Dieltiens, 2015: 3). Typically, NGOs are not thought of as organisations that 

help unemployed youth find work but with so few formal institutional avenues to bridge 

the gap between school and work and with youth unemployment reaching 

unprecedented levels, non-government organisations such as Action Volunteers Africa 

(AVA) have acted as a support mechanism to help these youth build more sustainable 

futures. AVA is a local NGO that recruits, trains and places unemployed youth in full-time 

volunteering positions in other NGOs, SMMEs and schools where youth can gain the 

identified lack of work experience as well as develop much needed soft skills to ensure a 

promising job path for their participants. To date, AVA has impacted over 700 volunteers 

and 80 percent of these have managed to secure further work opportunities.  

 

The effects of ALMPs, on job finding rates are typically decomposed into two separate 

effects. The first one is the locking-in effect and the second is the post-programme effect. 

The locking-in effect refers to the period a person participates in a programme. During 

this period, typically job search intensity is lowered, because the participant has less time 

to engage in job searching, and also because the individual might want to complete an 

ongoing skill-enhancing activity. Ex ante it is thus predicted that the rates of finding a job 

decline during participation in a programme. The post-programme effect refers to the 

period after the participant has completed the programme. If a labour market 

programme like AVA has increased the individual’s employability, then an increase in the 

job finding rate is to be expected (Rosholm & Svarer, 2008: 3). The analysis of this 

research paper is based on post-programme effects. This research paper sets to explore 

what are the various factors that contribute to the lengthening of youth unemployment 

duration and whether AVA has had an impact in changing these outcomes. This paper 



also sets to determine whether the intervention programs of AVA have had any 

meaningful impact on reducing the unemployment duration of its participants through 

its volunteer work placement services which will be determined by conducting a 

qualitative analysis of the data received from the participants. 

 

The remainder of the paper is constructed as follows: an in-depth literature review 

follows this section, focusing on various ALMPs from other countries as well as the 

lessons drawn from these interventions to see what has worked for the developed north 

in contrast to the developing south, and more specifically South Africa. The section 

following the literature review states what the research questions of this paper are as 

well as some of the findings of the paper pertaining to the research questions. Section IV 

gives a brief background to AVA detailing what services the organisation offers to young 

people, along with information on its three programmes and how these are structured. 

The data description is covered in section V followed by the analysis in section VI which 

talks about the factors that contribute to youth unemployment. The analysis of the survey 

follows a qualitative analysis method, where the findings gathered from analysing the 

administered survey are discussed in relation to the findings of various literature 

pertaining to the different factors that contribute to youth unemployment durations. 

Then lastly, section VII gives recommendations around how AVA can further contribute 

to the upskilling of their participants; before I make my conclusions in section VIII.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2. Literature Review 

2.1. Active labour market policies: What does and does not work?  

The shift from passive to active labour market programmes is one of the relatively recent 

changes in many countries’ support for the unemployed, where these programmes often 

concentrate on the youth. “Passive” labour market policies refer to the support that 

unemployed individuals receive, with little attempt to monitor their job search process 

or provide resources to assist with job search or skills retraining; for example, 

unemployment insurance. On the other hand, “active” labour market policies intend to 

directly affect the employment prospects of the unemployed by encouraging (or 

coercing) participation in activities and workshops that teach job skills and provide 

training. The most common forms of active labour market policies are: employment 

subsidies, retraining and education programmes, public employment opportunities, job 

search assistance programmes and self-employment assistance (Smith, 2006: 6).  

 

Training programmes are amongst the few economics and social studies which have been 

studied and evaluated very rigorously to determine the impact that they have of 

unemployment evaluations as usually a lot of money is channelled into these 

programmes; but most of the existing literature focuses on evaluating programs in the 

U.S. and Europe only. However, this literature review draws on lessons from programmes 

that were implemented in countries from across the world including South America, 

Africa and Australia; in order to get a more wholistic review of the impact that ALMPs 

have had on reducing unemployment- more specifically youth unemployment.  

 

2.1.1. Education as a prerequisite for entry into interventions 

ALMPs in Latin America started at around the same time as those in Europe, which is the 

early 1990s. Like the other programs from Europe and North America, these programs 

are targeted at less-educated youth- with the explicit aim of raising participants’ job skills 

and matching them to suitable employers (Card et al., 2011: 268). The poor quality of 

basic education in most Latin American countries compounded with high early school 

dropout rates has resulted in a large group of poorly educated youth with unfavourable 

labour market perspectives (Ibarrarán & Rosas Shady, 2009: 3). Unlike the intervention 



introduced in Latin America targeting early school leavers with poor quality education 

Greece implemented two programmes that were added to the already existing set of 

interventions. The first was ‘The special programme for the promotion of youth 

employment’ which targeted youth between 18-30 years old with at least an upper 

secondary qualification. The basic aim of the programme is to foster the youth’s 

employment in small firms through a wage subsidy (Quintini, 2010: 16). The second 

programme is called ‘A start an Opportunity’ programme which targets those Not in 

Education, Employment of Training (NEET)) aged 16-25, who have completed 

compulsory education and hold at most an upper secondary qualification. The 

programme has options where the participants can either enrol in a fully subsidised work 

experience for five months; or training in information and communication skills; or 

integrated counselling including vocational guidance and job search training (Quintini, 

2010:13). A major contrast between the prerequisites of the interventions in Latin 

America and Greece is that the candidates’ level of education has to be at least an upper 

secondary education whereas in Latin America they’re interventions target early school 

drop outs. The countries faced different challenges (early school drop-outs vs 

unemployed upper secondary schoolers) and hence the need for differing entry 

requirements for the ALMPs; which will also speak to the success of each programme. 

 

2.1.2. Training and work experience 

Low levels of education are not the sole reason for the increasing and overwhelming rates 

of youth unemployment as even the most highly educated and skilled youth have 

struggled with the transition from education to work. As a result, various interventions 

across member states of the European Union (EU) aim to intervene in the youths’ 

transition to successful employment by providing policies that offer an array of services: 

some of these interventions aim to prevent early school leaving while others seek to 

facilitate a smoother transition from school to work and others strive to increase the 

employability of young people (European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and 

Working Conditions, 2012). For example, the Greek programme has options where the 

participants can either enrol in fully subsidised work experience for five months; or 

training in information and communication skills; or integrated counselling including 

vocational guidance and job search training (Quintini, 2010:13). Recently job search 



training has slowly been phased out as most interventions only create a space where job 

seekers and potential employers could meet. For example, in Malaysia and Korea, 

employment services are able to share information about job vacancies and job seekers 

skills via the internet. The Korean government launched this electronic labour exchange 

system called “Work-Net” which provides information on job vacancies, vocational 

training, employment policies, labour market statistics and career guidance. In the 

Philippines, the public can access job vacancy and job applicant information in selected 

government offices through “Phil-Jobnet” which is also an electronic information system 

(Betcherman et al., 2000: 25) similar to that of Korea and Malaysia. 

 

Similarly like the EU, the United States runs a no-cost education and vocational training 

programme which is administered by the U.S. Department of Labour which started in the 

1960s, called Job Corps. The programme helps youth aged 16-24 improve the quality of 

their lives by empowering them to get jobs and become independent. They connect the 

youth with the skills and education they need to help them get started with their careers 

(U.S Department of Labor, 1964). Conversely, in the beginning of the 1990s, when 

Switzerland experienced a continuous increase in unemployment, a revision of the law 

regulating unemployment and insurance in ALMPs was enacted in 1997. They reverted 

back to the more passive labour market programmes by basically combining passive 

interventions with an active labour market policy requirement. Essentially the law made 

benefit payments conditional on participation in a labour market programme after being 

unemployed for seven months (Gerfin & Lechner, 2002: 2). 

 

On the other hand, the Philippines introduced an apprenticeship programme modelled 

after the German system where during a 30 to 36 months period, trainees spend 70 

percent of their working time in the firm and the remaining time is spent at a training 

centre for the duration of the programme (Betcherman et al., 2000: 25). While there are 

some benefits to dual systems they have been criticised for a lack of flexibility (Islam et 

al., 2001: 9). Some of the important themes that have emerged since the Asian crisis 

include public employment services (PES). But the active labour market programs that 

the unemployed should be able to access though PES are much less substantial than in 

the west. As a result, the value of PES as an element of active labour market policies in 



East Asia, depends on how well it is integrated with other aspects of labour market policy 

(both active and passive). 

 

Some Latin American programmes also combine training in the classroom with a 

succeeding internship period of on-the-job work experience. The difference with the 

more recent programmes is that they now also place great emphasis on the private sector, 

both as a provider of training and as a demander of trainees just as the Kenyan 

government has partnered together with the Private Sector Alliance to initiate Kenya’s 

Youth Empowerment Project (KYEP) in 2010. The aim of the programme is to help youth 

acquire work experience and skills through internships and providing relevant training 

in the formal and informal sectors, in essential life skills, and in business. The project 

targets youth between the ages of 15 to 29 who have at least 8 years of schooling and 

provides them with training, private sector internships and work experience (World 

Bank, 2012: 3). 

 

2.1.3. Initiating self-employment as a form of youth empowerment 

Job search assistance used to form a major part of early 1990s intervention in Europe and 

North America but as of late more policies are focusing on the skills most needed by the 

economy as in the past this was neglected thus limiting the effectiveness of the 

programme. An example is Egypt’s more recent shift towards more demand-driven skills 

development interventions by partnering training providers with the private sector 

(International Labour Office [ILO], 2017: 15). Most of the programmes introduced in the 

90s focused on providing skills development programmes and initiating self-employment 

support. More recently, skills training has been frequently combined with financial 

services and access to credit, with the sole objective of promoting self-employment and 

improving the sustainability of the business projects created. But these programmes have 

faced multiple challenges that limit their effectiveness thus making it hard to measure 

their impact (World Bank, 2012). 

 

Uganda has a Youth Opportunities Programme (YOP) which was initiated in 2005. The 

YOP provides youths with vocational skills to enable them to earn income and improve 

their livelihoods. The program provides a cash grant which allows youths between the 



ages of 20 to 30 to invest in skill training and setting up small businesses; and in some 

cases, the training provides life skills and psychological counselling. Participants are 

required to submit a proposal which if successful the participant will receive a lump sum 

cash transfer of US$7,100 which is typically spent on technical support and start-up costs 

(World Bank, 2012: 3). Since its inception the Ugandan Youth Opportunities Programme 

continues to have large positive economic effects- the number of hours of employment 

outside the household doubled for the beneficiary group and their cash earnings 

increased by nearly 50 percent more than those of the control group. The estimated real 

annual return on capital (of the grants) was 35 percent on average (World Bank, 2012: 

3). 

 

2.1.4. Public Works Programmes 

The Expanded Public Works Programme (EPWP) is South Africa’s largest ALMP whose 

aim is to promote economic participation amongst marginalised job seekers. In Southeast 

Asia governments introduced a variety of public works programmes. East Asia did not 

have a strong tradition of active labour market programs with the exception of the fairly 

widespread use of public works to create work or earning opportunities on a short-term 

basis. Other instruments such as employment services or retraining have not been used 

in any significant scale to integrate unemployed workers into the labour force. This 

reflects the region’s stage of development and its prevailing ideologies regarding the role 

of public policy, and it also reflects the low unemployment rates in most countries post 

1997 (Betcherman et al., 2000: 23). Public works programmes in the Philippines have 

created at least 476, 000 jobs.  

 

Indonesia reintroduced the labour-intensive infrastructure construction programmes 

that had been phased out in the early 1990s. The Korean public works programmes 

generated 440,000 jobs in 1998 and nearly 1.2 million jobs in 1999 providing jobs for the 

country’s 1.7 million unemployed. Without the presence of unemployment insurance 

funds, public works programmes provide workers with much needed income. These 

schemes have also proved more cost-effective than income support systems such as 

subsidies. For example, the Indonesian public works programme spent less than $4 for 

each $1 that was transferred to the poorest 15 percent of the population (Islam et al., 



2001: 16). But for South Africa, the success of the programme cannot be strongly 

advocated as the duration of the jobs was very limited, there was a lack of training, and 

low labour intensity that increased the cost per job created. There is also little evidence 

supporting the notion that EPWP projects improves participant’s subsequent transition 

to formal private or public sector employment. The second phase of the programme 

which began in 2009 is designed to increase both job duration and labour intensity 

projects (South African Treasury, 2011: 22). 

2.1.5. Subsidised jobs 

The South African government implemented the country’s first wage subsidy programme 

to combat youth unemployment in 2011, which is National Treasury’s most direct and 

most expensive labour market intervention to date. The Employment Tax Incentive Bill 

(ETI) is a tax incentive that firms which are registered for Pay-as-You-Earn (PAYE) tax 

can claim when they hire a worker between the ages of 18 and 29 (South African 

Treasury, 2011). The wage subsidy is meant to address labour market imperfections 

through three major channels:  

i) Risk discount: The wage subsidy compensates an employer for the costs and 

risks that are associated with hiring young workers whose productivity is 

uncertain. 

ii) Training compensation: The wage subsidy compensates an employer for the 

training and up skilling costs that firms incur when they hire a young skilled 

worker 

iii) Labour market participation: The wage subsidy improves the hope and 

confidence among the youth regarding their employment prospects. There is an 

argument that the subsidy programmes can increase the job search efforts of the 

targeted workers since it gives them the expectation that their success rate in the 

labour market is now higher (Moeletsi, 2017: 5). 

 

Similarly, the British government tackled youth unemployment through various 

interventions in order to prevent further long spells of unemployment. The New Deal for 

Young People programme was developed with the aim to increase the likelihood of 

entering a job for those with 6+ months of unemployment in the current spell. There are 

two stages of the intervention. First, after 6 months of unemployment, participants are 



placed into a Gateway programme that provides intensive support for and monitoring 

job search activity. Then if nothing comes of the job search, the participant is placed onto 

one of a range of options- which are either subsidized jobs offered by the private sector, 

subsidized self-employment, an environmental or charitable sector work experience 

scheme or full time education (Gregg, 2001:627). The New Deal is a classical combination 

of efforts intended to improve the employment prospects of unemployed youth by 

containing elements of job search assistance, subsidised employment, retraining and 

public employment.  

 

Contrary to traditional employment programmes, Gerfin & Lechner (2002) find a 

successful Swiss temporary employment programme that is unique. This programme is 

based on a wage subsidy scheme where the unemployed are encouraged to accept jobs 

that pay less than they would receive from the unemployment insurance. The difference 

with this programme is the jobs are within the regular labour market. Here, the 

presumption for this positive effect is that is that working in a job in the competitive 

market is valued by potential future employers because the unemployed keep work-habit 

specific human capital. What this basically means is that working in a market 

environment is different from the work environment in an employment programme 

intended solely for the unemployed. Carling and Richardson (2001) came to a similar 

conclusion for Sweden. They reported that the more regular work participants are 

allowed to engage in, the better the programme is relative to others.  

 

Instead of requiring the eligible unemployed to seek subsidised employment on their 

own, some countries have opted to facilitate matching process between subsidised 

employment and eligible workers. This is done by requiring firms to post vacancies for 

jobs they would like to fill with subsidised workers to local employment service offices.  

This type of ALMP was enacted in Australia and Germany. In Australia the programme is 

called Jobstart, and various evaluations estimate that programme participation boosted 

employment rates of participants by at least 30 percentage points after the subsidisation 

period came to an end. This type of subsidised employment was found to be more 

effective than any of the other Australian ALMPs, such as retraining (Smith, 2006: 17). 

 



Levinson (2007) did an extensive study on the pitfalls of wage subsidy programmes 

which make them susceptible to criticism. Levinson explains that the wage subsidy 

favours targeted workers over those who are not part of the target group. The untargeted 

group has two sub groups, those who are employed and those who are unemployed thus 

there are two kinds of displacement effects. The first one is referred to as the 

“substitution” effect. The substitution effect happens when a subsidized worker is hired 

at the expense of an older worker. This means that firms are not actually increasing their 

total employment in response to the subsidy but rather are hiring a subsidised worker 

and firing an ineligible worker who has different characteristics. Hence firms are simply 

reshuffling the pool of the unemployed instead of absorbing parts of it.  But with the strict 

labour market regulations in South Africa, such dismissals would be difficult to 

implement, hence it is unlikely that this substitution effect would occur at a significant 

rate. National Treasury’s argument is that the differences in worker productivities of 

young and older workers would prevent the older workers from being substituted (South 

African Treasury, 2011). 

 

The second displacement effect occurs when a new employment opportunity arises, and 

a young worker is favoured over an older worker which is actually the main aim of the 

Employment Tax Incentive (ETI)- to provide young people an easier chance of entering 

the labour market. Levinson (2007) argues that this displacement should not be a major 

concern as the absolute monetary amount of the subsidy is so small that it is unlikely for 

this substitution effect to occur at low paying jobs (Levinson, 2007). Additionally in order 

to counter this displacement effect, a penalty fee of the sum of R30 000 is payable to SARS 

if an employer is found guilty of displacing workers (South African Treasury, 2011). 

2.1.6. What has been the impact of all these interventions? 

Unfortunately, one of the most disappointing conclusions is that almost all evaluations 

conducted on special youth measures across OECD countries show that these are not 

effective for disadvantaged youths, this holds true for both public training programs and 

for targeted wage subsidy measures (Martin & Grubb, 2002: 18). Another criticism is that 

employers are rarely involved in the design of vocational curricula thus limiting the links 

between what is taught during these programmes and (local) labour market needs 

(Quintini, 2010: 16). 



Through a study for estimating what the effects of the New Deal employer subsidy are on 

reemployment rates Van Reenen (2004) focused on the reemployment rates at the end 

of the Gateway period. By using differences-in-differences estimates the findings were 

that the employment rates of eligible 18 to 24- year olds are around 5 to 11 percentage 

points higher at the end of the four-month Gateway period due to the New Deal. 

Additionally, he suggests that about half of this programme effect is due to the 

subsidisation of employment (Van Reenen, 2004). On the other hand, Job Corps has 

yielded statistically significant earnings gains for disadvantaged youth. But they had to 

rely on savings from reduced criminal activity among the target group in order to 

produce a net social benefit, given that the program is such a high cost1. When compared 

to the Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA), the short-run impacts of the programme on 

young women appear to be zero (although the longer impacts appear to be more 

positive); while the short-run impacts for young men were negative (Card et al., 2011: 

270). Contrarily, the Job Corps programme appeared to have a significantly short-run 

effect on both genders but little to no long-term effect. Additionally, another programme 

which was modelled after Job Corps called Job Start has made it possible to identify 

specific sites where the program appeared to work for disadvantaged youth. An example 

of a site that appeared to deliver great gains is the Centre for Employment Training (CET) 

in San José. Out of the 13 Job Start sites, it was the only one which delivered statistically 

significant earnings gains for youth (Martin & Grubb, 2002: 20). The evidence found in 

programme evaluations conducted in Canada and the U.S. suggests that the biggest pay-

offs for disadvantaged youths come from early interventions. 

 

In their research to measure the microeconomic effects of participation in the Swiss 

programmes with respect to outcomes in the labour market, Gerfin & Lechner (2002) 

found that for the traditional employment programmes which are not supposed to be in 

competition with the regular labour market; there are significant negative effects 

corresponding to results of evaluation studies for other countries. The presumption is 

that the additional amount of human capital obtained in these programmes is too small 

to compensate for the initial negative effects due to reduced job search. The only policies 

that received all round praise were the Australian and German ALMPs. However, it is 

                                                 
1 The evaluation results in support of this positive assessment of Job Corps were based on non-
experimental methods done almost 30 years ago. 



worth noting that positive employment effects for these participants should not be 

surprising, as programme participation is defined as being already matched with 

employment in the first place. The German Public Employment Programme was targeted 

towards those under 25 years old without a formal college degree as well as the long-

term unemployed. Employers who had vacancies would post them at the local labour 

office, but the labour office would decide which job seeker received which job- meaning 

neither job seeker nor employer could influence the matching process. Evaluation of the 

German Public Empowerment Programme showed that the unemployment rate for PEP 

participants is 25 percent lower than for non-participants six months after PEP 

participation came to an end (Smith, 2006: 17). But again, these positive employment 

results should be expected since the PEP ALMP involved directly involving participants 

to subsidised employment. The lesson that the above two mentioned ALMPs emphasise 

is the need for employers to be involved in interventions, otherwise the programme could 

be wastefully preparing a young job seeker for a job for which there is no vacancy. By 

partnering with the private sector when designing youth labour market programmes, a 

lot of resources can be saved as programmes a lot more specific to the demands of the 

labour market. 

 

Studies showing the effectiveness of training programmes in developing countries are 

relatively limited. But in their review of 69 impact evaluation of unemployed youth 

training programs, Betcherman et al. (2004), conclude that training programs in Latin 

America are on average more positive than the impacts of programs in the U.S. and 

Europe. Similarly, a study by Ñopo and Saavedra (2003) analysed a sample of training 

programs in Latin America and their conclusion is that the employment and income 

impacts of the programmes run in developing countries, exceeds the impacts in 

developed countries. Ibarrarán and Rosas Shady (2009) find that of the Mexican and 

Chilean programmes, two of the three more rigorous (random) evaluations show that 

these programs have significant positive impacts in terms of employment for women, and 

the overall impacts range from null to positive. They find that the programs increase the 

employment rate of participants by about 0-10 percent and the impact in terms of quality 

of jobs (measured by social security, wages and formality) is a bit higher. Additionally, 

there are positive results when the private sector shares the cost of training (Ibarrarán & 

Rosas Shady, 2009: 3). Initially when Chile introduced their programme firms that were 



willing to hire and train unemployed youth between the ages of 15 to 24 received a 

subsidy from the government to cover the direct and indirect costs of training. In 

addition, participants received subsidies to cover transportation costs which has its own 

positive implications for most developing countries where the unemployed are usually 

situated on the outskirts of central business districts. There is some encouraging 

evidence that at least half of the participants remained employed for 90 days after 

training, 55% had a job related to their training, and between one third to half of the 

participants were still employed by the firm that gave them on-the-job training (Smith, 

2006: 16). 

 

Various more evaluations were conducted in South America and these are some of the 

results. In the Dominican Republic wage earnings increased by 17 percent, which is 

marginally significant but larger for males under 19 years old; while the employment rate 

is 5-6 percent higher but not significant in the East and Santo Domingo. This is similar to 

the findings of Card et al., (2011) who find that the Juventud y Empleo programme in the 

Dominican Republic has no significant effect on employment, they do however find a 

modest 10 percent impact on earnings per month (conditional on employment), although 

the estimated effect is only marginally significant (t=1.5). The employment rate for 

women in Columbia increased by 5 percent but there was no effect for men, and wages 

went up 22 percent for women but only 10 percent for men. The overall employment rate 

effect was not significant in Panama but increased 10-12 percent for women while the 

wage earnings effect was overall negligible. While in Peru there was a significant 12-30 

percent increase in wage earnings, the same cannot be said about Argentina which 

showed no significant pattern in wage earnings. In terms on employment rates the effect 

was much larger for the youngest (below 21 years) at 10-30 percent increase in 

employment rates, whereas Peru had a much higher rate for women at 20 percent than 

for men (Ibarrarán & Rosas Shady, 2009: 27).  

 

The Kenyan project planned to benefit an estimated 11, 000 young people within the first 

4 years of its inception. A unique aspect of the project is that it is driven by associations 

of employers who determine the type of training to be provided in each sector and who 

are in a good position to make sure that young people are equipped with the knowledge 

and skills demanded by the labour market (World Bank, 2012: 3). Unfortunately, no 



evaluations of this programme have been conducted so its effectiveness cannot be 

ascertained. This is a recurring theme for most African ALMPs- they lack formal 

monitoring and evaluations which will have major implications for future funding or 

expansion opportunities.  

 

The ultimate aim of all the policies mentioned and discussed above is to cut the overall 

level of unemployment, particularly youth unemployment- an obvious approach to 

assessing this effect would be to seek and establish robust econometric relationships 

between key macroeconomic aggregates such as unemployment rates and various 

measures of the size of active labour market policies. From the analysis that the OECD 

Secretariat conducted on this approach, it appears that the jury is still out on the case. 

The results of these macroeconomic evaluations are inconclusive, some studies show 

zero or insignificant correlations on the effects of active policies in terms of lowering the 

natural rate of unemployment, particularly youth unemployment; and others show 

robust effects of active policies in terms of lowering unemployment rates (Martin & 

Grubb, 2002). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2.2. Measuring Youth Unemployment Durations and Outflow Rates 

While youth unemployment rates indicate the magnitude of the problem South Africa 

faces, it fails to capture the intricate nature of unemployment as it fails to take into 

account the duration that individuals spend in unemployment (Ismail & Kollamparambil, 

2015: 301). Duration dependence is often estimated by use of the hazard rate (out of 

unemployment); which examines how the conditional probability of leaving the state of 

unemployment changes as duration increases. It is the probability that an individual will 

make a transition into employment, in a given interval, conditional on having been in a 

state of unemployment at the beginning of said interval (Brick & Mlatsheni, 2008: 2). 

Economic theory would suggest that duration dependence is negative thus it is commonly 

perceived that short-term unemployed job seekers find jobs much faster compared to 

their long-term unemployed counterparts. For instance, Shimer (2008) shows that the 

rate of finding a job declines across the first 12 months of an unemployment spell, using 

pooled data from the Current Population Survey. The findings of Kroft, Lange & 

Notowidigdo (2013) show that the rate of finding a job falls sharply with the length of the 

unemployment spell, particularly during the first few months. However, beyond one year 

of unemployment, a much weaker relationship between the job-finding rate and 

unemployment duration exists. 

 

The duration of unemployment in developing countries averages around 42 months. In 

Sri Lanka the unemployment duration is four years or more oddly, with the more 

educated having longer spells. In Ethiopia, young men and women are on average 

unemployed for 45 months which is similar to China whose figure is 47 months and 36 

months for South Africa (Serneels, 2007: 178). 

 

Although there is a broad rapport amongst researchers that the escape from 

unemployment declines with the duration, there is less agreement about whether this 

represents a causal relationship or simply a correlation, driven by the composition of the 

unemployed pool. In their review of the large literature of Europe-based empirical 

studies, Machin & Manning (1999) find little evidence of duration dependence, once 

observable fixed characteristics are controlled for. This is contradictory to the findings of 

Imbens & Lynch (2006), who used a sample of 5000 young women and men from the 

National Longitudinal Survey Youth Cohort 1979. After controlling for a rich set of 



individual characteristics, they found evidence of negative duration dependence in the 

rates of finding work.  

 

There are also contradictory findings in the literature on how the duration dependence 

varies with labour market conditions.2 For instance, Imbens and Lynch (2006) find that 

duration dependence is stronger when local labour markets are tight, which is what Sider 

(1985), as well as van den Berg and van Ours (1996) reported. Conversely, Dynarski & 

Sheffrin (1990) find that duration dependence is weaker when markets are tight; while 

others find that the interaction effect between market tightness and unemployment 

duration varies over the length of the spell. For instance, it may be possible to have the 

interaction effect be positive for some unemployment durations and negative for others 

(Butler & McDonald 1986; Abbring, van den Berg, & van Ours 2001). 

 

The challenge that the observational studies discussed above face is that they cannot 

separate unobserved heterogeneity from “true” duration dependence. Individual 

differences in the rates of finding a job that are not observed by researchers will lead to 

decreasing job-finding rates in the population, even if job-finding rates themselves do not 

decline with duration (Kroft, Lange & Notowidigdo, 2013: 1129). The theoretical 

predictions of the search model suggest that the rate at which the unemployed find work 

should decrease over time, due to compositional effect and duration dependence. 

Compositional effects are the natural ordering that happens when superior job 

candidates exit unemployment and the remaining pool of candidates have a decreased 

probability of receiving a job offer. Duration dependence suggests that those who have 

been in unemployment for long periods of time, lose skills and decrease the intensity of 

their job search efforts over time (Blanchard & Diamond, 1994: 422). Intuitively, as 

unemployment durations lengthen, then the pool of unemployed individuals increasingly 

shifts to those with permanently low job-finding rates (Kroft, Lange & Notowidigdo, 

2013: 1129). 

 

A number of studies predict that duration has a causal effect on job-finding rates. First, 

employer screening models emphasise unobserved worker heterogeneity and sorting. 

                                                 
2 The relationship between market tightness and duration dependence may be driven by the cyclical 
variation in the skill composition of unemployed workers (Darby, Haltiwanger & Plant, 1985). 



When a firm matches with an applicant, it receives a signal about the unobserved 

productivity of the worker and bases its hiring decision on this signal (Vishwanath, 1989; 

Lockwood 1991). A firm that is seeking a suitable candidate to fill a vacancy views 

unemployment duration as negatively correlated with unobserved productivity as a 

longer unemployment spell reveals that prior firms learned the worker was 

unproductive. On average the long-tern unemployed will have lower exit rates than the 

short-term unemployed. An implication of screening models is that the gap in exit rates 

contracts in slack labour markets3. Therefore, workers match less often with firms in 

slack markets; thus spell length is less indicative of the unobservable characteristics of 

workers than it is of the overall aggregate labour market conditions (Kroft, Lange & 

Notowidigdo, 2013: 1130). 

Second, human capital models focus on how a single worker’s skills depreciate as their 

unemployment spell lengthens. Intuitively, in this millennial era where technology and 

software advances swiftly, it is reasonable to assume that the longer one stays out of 

employment the more out of tune they will be with current work operations. In this case, 

the model also generates negative duration dependence (Acemoglu 1995; Ljungqvist & 

Sargent 1998). 

  

Third, ranking models (Blanchard & Diamond 1994; Morscarini 1997) emphasize the 

consequences of crowding in the labour market; in these models, vacancies potentially 

receive a number of applications. Ranking models assume that when firms are faced with 

multiple applicants, the applicant with the shortest unemployment spell will be favoured. 

The immediate implication is that the exit rate from unemployment is a decreasing 

function of duration. To add to this, in tight labour markets, applicants for a given position 

are less likely to face competition from applicants with shorter durations; which means 

that under employer ranking, duration dependence is weaker in tight labour markets. 

 

Lastly, some models of duration dependence emphasize changes in search behaviour. 

Over time, workers may become discouraged and reduce their search intensity or they 

may have fewer vacancies to apply to- as in stock-flow search models (Coles & Smith 

1998). 

                                                 
3 In labour economics, a tight market has more jobs than workers. Whereas a slack market has more 
workers than jobs 



3. Research Questions and Findings 

The primary research questions addressed in this study are: 

i) How effective have the active labour market programs introduced by both 

government and other NGOs been in reducing youth unemployment? 

ii) What proportion of those who went through the AVA program got 

employment after completing the programme; and what are the other 

common exit states? 

iii) What is the duration of unemployment that these participants experienced 

post AVA and is it any different from before they joined AVA? 

iv) In what way do the other determining factors of unemployment affect the AVA 

participants? 

v) Is it possible to translate the lessons from AVA’s program to a national level or 

to implement this program with other programs? 

 

This case study’s findings reveal that, on a global scale, there are mixed results on the 

effectiveness of labour market interventions with a few programmes working really well- 

particularly those who are closely partnered with the private sector. There is a 6-month 

difference in unemployment duration before and after the programme which is indicative 

of the impact that the skills learned through volunteering is adding to the youths’ 

employability. The most common exit state for the participants is employment with 50 

percent of the participants finding employment after work; 40.5 percent opt to further 

their studies and the remaining 9.5 percent continue to be unemployed. The other 

determining factors for unemployment such as individual characteristics, household 

characteristics, social capital and job search activity are found to affect the participants 

in a similar way as what the literature describes. Unfortunately, given the small sample 

of the study, there can be no implications drawn from the analysis that could influence 

policy. 

 

 

 



4. Background to AVA 

Action Volunteers Africa (AVA) is a youth empowering NGO based in Wynberg, Cape 

Town. Their model aims to illustrate volunteering as a key to unlocking the potential of 

unemployed youth within the Cape Town metropolitan. Unemployed youth can apply to 

any of their three volunteering programmes through an online application or by going 

directly to their offices. 

 

AVA has a two-tiered approach to upskilling youth. The first step of the model is for the 

participants to go through training where they undergo comprehensive orientation 

training and receive ongoing support during their work placement. The volunteering is 

enriched by a unique self-development curriculum designed to encourage the volunteers 

to identify and strengthen their innate abilities while gaining valuable first-time working 

experience. Through the self-development component the volunteers are exposed to 

sessions designed to build a positive mindset and navigate the obstacles preventing them 

from achieving their full potential.  

 

Often youth find themselves in various progress-hindering socio-economic challenges 

that places them at a great disadvantage. Through the self-development component of 

AVA’s programmes the youth are able to see themselves in a more positive light, 

surpassing their circumstances because the effects of negative labour market experience 

have been well-documented to cause depressive symptoms (Mlatsheni, 2014: 23). The 

importance of having a self-development component to the programme where self-worth 

and self-awareness can be cultivated is that it gives young people a sense of ownership 

and responsibility for their future because it is important that in addition to their 

education and training young people also develop a sense of ownership of their future 

along with the skills and competences to make an informed decision about their future 

(Hawley et al., 2012:59). Through the self-development aspect of the programs AVA is 

giving holistic support in that they are not just equipping the young people with skills to 

help them transition to work but they are also providing guidance. If young people are to 

be equipped with confidence and competences necessary to manage their progression 

independently, there needs to be accompanying guidance and measures to promote 

‘pathways’ for young people; in addition to the skills development they are receiving 

(Hawley et al., 2012:59). 



 

Given that young people are not a homogenous group, and even though it is impractical 

to tailor a programme to every individual’s needs it is helpful to have options which the 

young person can choose from thus ensuring that their interests are met. AVA has three 

different programmes from which participants can choose from, each has been briefly 

described in the following sub section. All the programmes offered at AVA have an on-

the-job focus where participants are placed as volunteers on one of their three 

programmes namely: Work for Progress, Khanyisa and YearBeyond. A transport 

allowance of the sum of R2000 a month is awarded to the volunteers to assist them with 

getting to and from work. In addition, the volunteers have access to one on one career 

coaching and support in planning their individual career goals. Since their inception in 

2012, AVA has helped 700+ young people to secure further opportunities for work or full 

time study and have firmly set youth on the path towards sustainable careers (Action 

Volunteers Africa, 2015). 

 

4.1. The Three AVA Programmes 

4.1.1. Work for Progress 

AVA’s core programme started in 2013, aimed at youth between the ages of 18-25 who 

have not yet managed to progress after school, AVA connects these youths to full-time 

volunteering positions in a variety of NGOs.  The curriculum focuses on the development 

of new basic skills and supports the volunteers in building the confidence they need to 

reap the full benefits of their experience. 

 

In 2017 AVA partnered with a variety of small businesses that were willing to host 20 

recruits. Recruits have been working full-time in the partner businesses, gaining new 

valuable skills and have started adding value to their host companies. The aim of the 

programme is to get small businesses to recognize the willingness of young people to 

learn and the value they can add with a little guidance, patience and mentorship. Besides 

the obvious benefits of gaining skills, experience and self-confidence, the AVA Work for 

Progress programme enables young people to identify future opportunities and advance 

their careers. 



4.1.2. Khanyisa  

Through this programme unemployed youth gain valuable work experience while 

playing a meaningful role in society. The ongoing self-development allows an opportunity 

for them to grow in self-confidence and use this as a stepping stone to further their 

opportunities.  

 

Volunteers implement the Shine4 reading model with grade 2 learners in school who have 

been struggling with confidence in reading. This intervention gives the learners the 

opportunity to improve reading skills in a fun environment, while building meaningful 

trusting relationships with young mentors. Shine has successfully trained volunteers to 

run the Shine paired and shared reading, in turn these volunteers have taught learners to 

read.  

 

This program allows volunteers the opportunity to explore their passion for teaching and 

develop the ability to expand their horizons and networks in the education department. 

In 2015 this programme was piloted in 3 schools, working with 20 volunteers. In 2016, 

with support from the Jobs Fund, LiteraSEA the programme ran in 8 schools with 60 

volunteers. In 2017 the programme has expanded into 24 schools with 100 volunteers. 

 

4.1.3. YearBeyond (YeBo)  

This is a flagship youth development programme of the Western Cape Provincial 

Government, designed to improve educational outcomes in underperforming primary 

and high schools around the province. AVA recruits and orientates bright and motivated 

young people as volunteers to tutor and mentor learners in school-based extramural 

programming, while simultaneously giving them the opportunity to build their personal 

profile through developmental activities.  

 

YearBeyond is a partnership between the Western Cape departments of the Premier, 

Education, and Cultural Affairs and Sports. AVA piloted YearBeyond in 2014 with 20 

volunteers in four schools in the Cape Flats and in 2015 they scaled up to 16 schools. In 

                                                 
4 The Shine Literacy Programme conducts assessment of foundation phase learners to identify those 
needing literacy support and works to build those learners’ literacy skills through paired reading 
conducted by volunteers. 



2016 the programme expanded again, running in 22 schools. The programme has 

consolidated in 2017 and is running in 20 schools with 105 volunteers. This unique 

initiative is a collaboration between a variety of educational NGOs  and other NGO 

implementing agents. The programme has a dual development focus: educational 

enrichment for learners, and leadership and employability readiness for volunteers. In 

this way, the model is characterised by a pay-it-forward approach; what the organisation 

gives to volunteers, they give to learners.  

 

From the participants who responded to the survey, 35 went through the Year Beyond 

programme while 8 completed the Khanyisa programme and 3 completed the Work for 

Progress programme. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5. Data Description 

5.1. Research Design and Participants 

The data used for this research is based on an online survey administered to post-AVA 

participants i.e. those participants who have gone through the programme. The survey 

contains labour market related data associated with young Blacks and Coloureds 

between the ages of 18 to 28, residing in the Cape Town area; which means it is not a 

representative sample of the Cape Town Metropolitan area but reflects a young 

unemployed contingent of Blacks and Coloureds in Cape Town. The survey covered 

questions about individual and household characteristics, unemployment duration 

before and after joining AVA, level of schooling, attitude towards self-development, 

reservation wages as well as current exit states. Of the 800+ participants who had gone 

through the programme, the AVA facilitators had only retained 106 of those participants’ 

contact details. The questionnaire was sent out to those 106 participants requesting them 

to fill out a short survey. Participation in the survey was completely voluntary and the 

participants could opt not to answer the survey by selecting the “No” option at the 

beginning of the survey which asked for their consent to participant in the survey. In 

order to increase the response rate an incentive was given in the form of three R500 

shopping vouchers for three lucky winners who completed the survey.  

 

5.2. Ethical Considerations 

Ethical clearance was obtained from the Action Volunteers Organisation to firstly send 

out a survey to their participants where they would share their experiences with the 

organisation. Then a second leg of consent was obtained from participants where the first 

page of the survey asked the participants whether they consent to answering the survey. 

If the participant clicked “yes” then the browser would guide them to the next section; if 

they clicked “no” then the browser would take them to the end of the survey without 

capturing any of their information. Only one participant refused to take part in the survey. 

The participants were guaranteed anonymity therefore all the names of the participants 

have been altered to protect their identities. 



5.3. Data Limitations 

The response rate to the survey was not very good as there were roughly three responses 

a week from the time the survey was sent out in June 2018 till January 2019. In an attempt 

to get more responses, I switched my method of data collection to telephone interviews. 

However, the facilitators only had forty participants’ contact numbers and of those forty 

only ten were reachable and completed the survey via telephone. The survey was sent 

out three more times to those participants, who had still not answered the questionnaire 

between the months of August and September. But in the end, after four months of 

keeping the survey open and sending out emails prompting responses; I only managed to 

have 42 responses out of a total of at least 800 participants. In another attempt to get 

more responses to the survey, a text message was sent to fifty newly graduated AVA 

participants, with a link to the survey. Of those fifty participants only 4 participated by 

answering the survey between the months of December 2018 and January 2019. In the 

end the survey received a total of 46 responses as such an interpretivist qualitative 

approach was adopted to understand the experiences of the participants and how AVA 

has affected their unemployment durations. The relatively small number of participants 

who responded to the survey affects the extent to which their responses could be seen to 

be representative of the participants of AVA in general and even less so the marginalised 

youth demographic of the Cape Town area.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



6. Data Analysis 

Generally, voluntary programs are found to be more effective than mandatory 

programmes (Friedlander, et al., 1997) and in the case of work experience programs, 

private sector programs are thought to be more effective that those run by the public 

sector (Kluve, 2006). For some unemployed, participating in an ALMP might not be very 

attractive as some may see it as a tax on leisure which will force them to increase their 

job search efforts and lower their reservation wages, and as a consequence they will leave 

unemployment faster when faced with a threat of a mandatory programme than without 

the threat (Rosholm & Svarer, 2008: 4) but these considerations only apply where there 

is some form of unemployment support which creates the choice to remain on the 

assistance or to participate in the ALMP with the possibility of finding work at a lower 

wage than one’s reservation wage. The idea is that, anticipation of participation in ALMP 

may affect the hazard rate out of unemployment from the first day of unemployment, 

which makes estimating the effectiveness of programmes on reducing unemployment 

duration biased. But since participation in AVA is not mandatory and South Africa does 

not have monetary unemployment support, thus the threat effect on this programme 

does not apply.  

 

As previously mentioned, the analysis of the survey is qualitative. I have grouped the 

participants into various sub-groups by gender, household and individual characteristics, 

job search activity, and reservation wage. Each section of the analysis is themed by 

different unemployment duration determining factors. By using the participants’ 

reported unemployment duration (in months) each section discusses how AVA has 

played a role in affecting the unemployment duration of its participants across the 

various determining factors. As part of the post-programme effect analysis, in addition to 

looking at AVA’s impact on unemployment duration; I look at how AVA influences other 

important factors such as attitudes when faced with unemployment and trying to find 

work. Unemployment duration for this study is defined as the time spent job seeking 

before and after the programme. 

 



6.1. Selected sample composition 

It is well known that unemployment in South Africa runs along racial lines, as well as 

gender, spatial and educational lines. Table 1 summarises all the participants into basic 

description groups. Majority of the participants are black and female; very few of them 

come from households where there is not at least one person who is currently employed 

in one or other sector. There is an equal number of participants who have dependents as 

there are participants who have none and only 18 of the 46 participants come from 

households where there is at least one grant recipient.  

6.1.1. Table 1: Summary of Participants 

 

The deliberate structuring of a political and economic system that was designed to secure 

the advantage of one ethnic group at the expense of the inhabitants of the country- is of 

course the main reason for these structural differences in level of income, education and 

consequently unemployment. As a result more Africans than any other racial group are 

unemployed, more rural than urban dwellers are unemployed, and more women than 

men are unemployed (Schöer, 2004:5). It is not surprising then that evidence supports 

that unemployment duration in South Africa varies by race; even more so that the racial 

composition of the AVA participants is completely made up of coloured and black youth. 

It generally takes black youth longer to transition to a first job, but there is no difference 

in hazard rate between whites and coloureds, according to a study done by Lam et. al 

(2010) using data from the Western Cape Province. While 25 percent of the White 

unemployed who are actively looking for work find jobs, only 10 percent of similar 

Africans find work (Kimani, 2015: 101). White youth are often much more educated and 

more connected than their racial counterparts which gives them a greater competitive 

advantage compared to their counterparts. Therefore, it is very seldom that white youth 



would participate in an unemployment programme like AVA which is why the sample is 

completely made up of black and coloured youth. 

 

From the table above, it can be observed that the participants’ education levels are not 

very high as majority have only completed their secondary education obtaining their 

matric. And even though there are only 2 households with no employed members, 50% 

of the households are still dependent on state grants as a source of income; which speaks 

to the remnants of apartheid and how it has impacted the livelihoods of these young 

people. 

6.2. Factors Affecting Unemployment Duration 

The empirical model for unemployment duration controls for observable variables that 

are likely to affect a young person’s cost of unemployment, leisure, income preferences, 

or distribution of employment opportunities. Individual characteristics such as age, 

gender, educational attainment, household composition, prior work experience etc. are 

all such variables. This section looks at what the findings of the literature are pertaining 

to the effect that these factors have on unemployment duration. Some inference is also 

drawn from the data collected through the survey to support or contrast what the 

literature has to say.  

6.2.1. Gender 

Through volunteering, youth from disadvantaged communities gain insight into the 

workplace, the stability of having a routine and access to networks, which is why 

volunteering is seen as a meaningful transitional period for elevating youth into full-time 

work. Most volunteering programmes often involve the youth with community-service 

work which gives them a feeling of fulfilment, purpose and the confidence that comes 

with being needed. But voluntary work means there is no income, which means 

maintaining commitment to the volunteering job could be challenging. Volunteering also 

often results in gender-bias, with more women completing the programme than men, 

who are generally under more immediate pressure to provide financially for their 

families (Dieltiens, 2015: 10).  

 



The survey asked participants to state, in months, the length of their unemployment 

duration before they joined AVA as well as the length of their unemployment duration 

once they completed their respective programme. Generally, women have longer 

unemployment durations as compared to men due to reasons associated with child 

bearing and rearing. But from our sample, there is roughly only a one-month difference 

in mean durations between men and women both before and after the programme; each 

reducing with about 6 months respectively after the programme. The reason for the small 

difference in unemployment duration between males and females could be because the 

sample of participants is very young and therefore most of the females have not reached 

child bearing age yet as many of them have just recently matriculated. There are actually 

only two females in the sample who have their own children and 4 males with children. 

When asked to express their unemployment experience before and after AVA one male 

had this to say: 

Before I joined AVA, I never had any luck finding employment. I 

completed my matric and I just could not find work which was important 

because I have a child to support. But after completing my Year Beyond 

programme I was able to find work within less than 2 months. I joined 

AVA because at the time I couldn't find a job and I got the call to come 

for an interview and from that moment I decided to do well on the 

interview and remain in the program for the entire duration and then 

make friends and work on improving certain skills of mine which I have  

 (Ntando5, 23 years old, male with 1 child). 

 

Of the 26 females in the survey, 9 said they never had any luck finding work before they 

joined AVA and 4 of those 9 have continued to remain in unemployment even after 

completing their respective AVA programmes. One of the participants who said they 

never had any luck finding employment before AVA had this to say:  

Although I am not currently looking for work, I believe it would take me 

shorter to find work now that I have completed my AVA programme 

(Simi, 22 years old, female with 1 child). 

                                                 
5 All the names of the participants are fictitious in order to protect the identity of the participants. 



There appears to be a much greater sense of urgency for Ntando* to find a job compared 

to Simi*. 

 

6.2.2. Table 2: Exit States by Gender and Unemployment Durations (months) 

 

6.2.3. Transitions into various exit destinations 

A challenge that many youths face is making a successful transition from school to 

adulthood. The risk of unemployment in the school-to-work transition is associated with 

the standard correlates of inequality (Hällsten, Edling and Rydgren, 2017:236), with 

education, social background and cultural norms playing a key role globally and in the 

South African context. But the reality is that youth still experience difficulty entering the 

labour market for various other reasons either than the ones stipulated above (Mlatsheni, 

2014:9). Majority of the youth who go through the AVA programme end up successfully 

securing employment, this holds true for both male and female participants. The next 

most dominant exit state is education followed by continued unemployment. The female 

participants are the ones who experience the longest duration of unemployment at 7 

months while their male counterparts only experience 3.5 months of unemployment. 

Interesting to know is some of the reasons why such a considerably large proportion of 

the participants opt to continue with higher education even though their odds of finding 

work are considerably greater after concluding the programme. The survey asked the 

participants who stated that they had gone back to school to study why they chose to go 

back to school after the programme, and these were some of their responses: 

 

 



To be honest, at first, I joined (AVA) because I had nothing to do and 

didn't want to spend my gap year not being productive but after joining 

and experiencing working in a school and with these kids, I realised that 

there is so much more in giving back and trying to make a difference. 

Once I completed my Year Beyond programme, I decided to register at a 

local TVET because I developed an interest in a course I was previously 

not interested in (teaching) (Neveshni, 20 years old). 

 

It appears quite a number of the participants who went through Year Beyond quoted 

similar reasons for going back to further their studies; that being part of the programme 

ignited a passion for teaching thus enticing them to pursue a teaching qualification. 

Another 20-year-old female said: 

 

I decided to go back to school because I previously did not meet the entry 

requirements for the course I wanted to do but after completing Year 

Beyond I did qualify for the course (Allison). 

 

An additional reason why such a large proportion of the participants decide to pursue a 

higher education after completing the AVA programme could be that all available jobs in 

the market are for skilled employees and having a higher education is a signal to 

employers that an employee is immediately productive (Ismail & Kollamparambil, 2015: 

305). A total of 6 of the 17 participants who decided to further their studies cited ‘I wanted 

to gain more relevant skills’ as a reason for going back to school.  

 

Furthermore, for an unequal country such as South Africa- affordability is a major 

hindering factor for many youths which prevents them from furthering their education. 

The recent student protests revolving around a call for free education, has shed plenty of 

light on the plight of these poor students and the exclusionary reality that exorbitant 

tertiary fees create for poor youth. There were 3 participants who said that their reason 

for deciding to further their education was based on receiving funding to further their 

studies. One 18-year-old male said: 

 



I have decided to further my studies at Life Choice Academy, they teach 

us the art of coding front end and back end, this was made possible by 

me receiving funding for my studies after completing the Year Beyond 

programme. 

 

Therefore, AVA has not only helped a handful of participants transition more successfully 

from school into work, but they have also equipped these youths with knowledge to want 

to further their education so as to better their chances of finding employment, in addition 

to exposing these youth to opportunities that can help them fund their tertiary studies.  

 

Additionally, the results also show that even after completing the programme there is still 

a handful of participants who remain in unemployment. There is an equal share of 

unemployed men as there are women (4 participants each). When asked whether they 

think that they will find work in the future now that they have completed the AVA 

programme, 7 of the 8 participants responded ‘yes’ while the other one responded 

‘maybe’, meaning that these youths are still quite hopeful about their future prospects 

albeit not fully optimistic. 

 

Furthermore, the survey had a section for self-employment where participants where 

asked if they were currently self-employed and follow-up questions about how they came 

about to be entrepreneurs. Self-employment is typically one of the four main exit states 

and Ismail & Kollamparambil (2015) find that nationally, 7 percent and 6 percent of men 

and women respectively exit into self-employment. These individuals spend a much 

longer time in unemployment with women taking the longest time to transition into this 

state. Their findings are consistent with the ‘Push’ hypothesis which states that 

individuals enter self-employment purely as a means of survival, when there are no other 

viable options such as wage-employment and higher education. But this part of the 

survey was not answered by any of our participants, therefore there can be no lessons 

learnt about the effect of the AVA programme on creating entrepreneurs. 

 



6.2.4. Individual Characteristics 

6.2.4.1. Age 

Studies have found age to have a negative impact on the probability of an individual 

finding employment. For example, being 15 to 24 years old decreases the probability of 

finding employment by 30 percent as compared to youth between the ages of 24 to 30 

years old (Mlatsheni & Rospabé, 20002: 8). This means that youth unemployment is 

much stronger among the youngest people possibly because they are perceived as not 

having enough experience that will enable them to more easily adjust to the world of 

work. From the participants who answered the survey, the youngest cohort was aged 19-

20 and they made up a great proportion of those participants who were recorded saying 

they never had any luck finding work before as well as after they completed their AVA 

programme. This speaks back to age decreasing one’s probability of finding work as none 

of these participants had any prior work experience, given they had just completed their 

matric. This also speaks to the value that employers perceive in a matric certificate, but 

this will be further discussed in the following subsection. Many of them have decided to 

go back to school to further their studies as they have either developed an interest in a 

course they were not previously interested in or they want to gain more skills. 

Of the older age cohort (25-29 years old), the average unemployment duration before 

they joined AVA was 3.5 months and after they completed their programme all of them 

said that they were able to find work within less than 2 months of completing their AVA 

programme, all of whom completed the Year Beyond programme. 

6.2.4.2. Education 

Given the apartheid legacy of an inferior Bantu education for black learners, the impact 

of low levels of education and resultant skills gaps on earnings differentials and 

employment is an unfortunate but recurrent theme (Fourie, 2012: 16). The post 

education period where youth often transition from formal education to a career varies 

significantly from individual to individual, but this transition is even more marred along 

racial lines. Kuron et al., (2015) have termed this period “emerging adulthood” and 

characterised it as a period of great variability among individuals in terms of their 

educational, residential and marital status, among other demographic variables.  

 



With regards to education, many youths quit their studies and enter the labour market 

prematurely for a number of reasons such as the need to support younger siblings, lack 

of affordability to go to a tertiary institution or not meeting entry requirements for 

university. This premature entry into the labour market is concerning as even some youth 

with post-matric qualifications have trouble finding work. Even graduates are finding it 

difficult to secure employment in today’s market. Some young graduates said it took them 

up to 24 months of unemployment before they secured a job (Fourie-Malherbe & 

Lourens, 2017: 36). Individuals who have completed their matric represent 41 percent 

of the population and approximately 40 percent of these matriculants were unemployed 

even as far back 2002 (Statistics South Africa, 2018), an indication really of the ballooning 

problem of youth unemployment. Companies are nervous of hiring matriculants mainly 

for two reasons: firstly, the matric certificate is not a trusted indicator as a good predictor 

of performance on the job; and secondly, young people with no former exposure to the 

world of work lack the etiquette to strive in a professional environment (Dieltiens, 2015: 

7). These results and employer perceptions are discouraging in light of the traditional 

view that completing secondary education is considered to be a way out of poverty and 

unemployment. Even more so, because secondary education costs much less than tertiary 

education; meaning that poor households will be further entrenched into poverty as their 

access to higher education is limited by their level of income. Unfortunately, the reality is 

that completing secondary school does not appear to have a substantial effect of 

successfully finding a job immediately after school. This suggests that there is a problem 

with the youth’s work-readiness upon entering the labour market and more attention 

needs to be paid to education and training policies to address the problem (Mlatsheni, 

2014:12). It appears that a tertiary education provides a greater safeguard against 

unemployment as only 14.6 percent of those in possession of a tertiary degree are 

unemployed (Bhorat & Oosthuizen, 2005).  

 

Furthermore, favourable employment outcomes are closely tied with skills acquisitions. 

If young people fail to acquire the appropriate skills that match employer’s needs, they 

expose themselves to lengthy spells of unemployment. Evidence from 60 developing 

countries suggests that youth spend on average 1.4 years in temporary and intermittent 

spells of unemployment before they find stable employment (Mlatsheni, 2014:17). 

Additionally the evidence generally indicates that educated women have the highest 



chances of securing a job (Kimani, 2015: 100). Compared to primary or less educated 

women, women who have a college education (secondary) have a 79 percent 

(respectively, a 28 percent) higher transition rate to employment (Ahn & Ugidos‐

Olazabal, 1995: 259). However, although some studies find that education shortens the 

transition period into employment for both men and women, Böheim & Taylor (2000) 

find that obtaining a formal education does not have a significant effect on the transition 

out of unemployment for men. Even though the evidence on the effect of education on 

exit is mixed, there is a general consensus that unskilled or low educated workers suffer 

particularly long unemployment spells mainly due to reduced opportunities of 

employment.  

 

From our results, majority of the participants had completed their secondary education 

and were in possession of their matric. Before joining AVA almost all of the participants 

in possession of a matric never had any luck finding employment although they say they 

were actively looking for work. The average unemployment spell for this group was 12.75 

months. After completing the programme, the employment prospects for those who were 

looking for work improved as the average unemployment duration for that specific group 

was 3.25 months. 

 

A recurring theme from most of these young people is their sense of hopefulness in their 

future prospects post AVA. For some, the programmes offer some form of guidance 

regarding what they can pursue once they have completed the programme as one 21-

year-old female said: 

I just matriculated and thought volunteering would be a great way to 

find what I wanted to do with my life (I am still not sure though) 

(Melishia, 21 years old female). 

 

I joined AVA after matric because I wanted to get used to being in a 

teaching environment with the children to better my skills as I am 

interested in teaching (Kendrick, 19 years old male). 



6.2.4.3. Employment History 

A lack of work experience has the tendency to hamper employment options for young job 

seekers. According to an analysis based on panel data comprising of matched LFS waves 

between September 2001 and March 2004, individuals who have never before had a job 

are 35 percentage points more likely to be unemployed than individuals who have 

worked before (Fourie, 2012: 15). Employers are increasingly requiring a well-rounded 

candidate profile that includes ‘hard currencies’ such as part-time work experience and 

involvement in extra-mural activities, and more ‘soft currencies; such as eloquent speech 

and interpersonal skills, which requires being socialised into the habits and routines of 

work-life (Dieltiens, 2015; Fourie-Malherbe & Lourens, 2017). For those AVA 

participants who had previous work experience their unemployment durations before 

the programme were much lower; they were on average six months lower than the 

participants who had no past work experience.  

 

In addition, only 3 out of the 8 who had previous work experience have exited into higher 

education while the remaining 5 have gone on to find better work; which suggest that 

having prior work experience reduces the likelihood of exiting unemployment to seek 

higher education. This is partly because these individuals are already able to signal to 

future employers that they do not require much training and can therefore be seen as 

already productive. The participants who had prior work experience stated the following 

reasons for joining AVA: 

 

‘I was looking to change career paths’ 

‘General unhappiness at the previous workplace’ 

‘Expectations of higher income after getting new skills from AVA’ 

These are all reasons that indicate that there was a sense of hopefulness, and increased 

expectations about their future prospects once they were done with the programme. 

 

The post-programme difference in durations was greater for the ‘No work experience’ 

cohort, as there was a 6 months duration difference in the before and after of this cohort; 

which perhaps this suggests that AVA’s programmes are much more beneficial to those 

participants who have never had work experience than for those who have had work 

experience. 



6.2.5. Household Characteristics 

An individual’s family composition and circumstances can be a hampering or assisting 

factor in finding said individual employment. Dependent children, siblings, or parents as 

well as the existence of other employed persons in the household might also affect one’s 

unemployment duration. It has been shown that having working family members 

increases unemployed women’s probability of finding work by roughly 30 percent, in 

Spain (Ahn & Ugidos‐Olazabal, 1995: 259).  

 

The number of income earners in the household and the receipt of a grant could capture 

potential disincentive effects of alternative sources of income on the job search 

behaviour. Alternative sources of income may push up young women’s reservation wages 

and lower their job search intensity. Ismail & Kollamparambil (2015) find that the 

presence of an income earner in the household significantly reduces the probability of 

women leaving unemployment; which lends strong support to the hypothesis that having 

another income earner in the household acts as a disincentive effect when exiting 

unemployment. Using a panel data set from the KwaZulu-Natal KIDS survey, Dinkelman 

(2004) investigates household related factors that may influence the success of job search 

of individuals in a five-year period. Throughout all the regressions run in the paper, the 

factor that is consistently most significant is the presence of pensioners in the household. 

Having a larger proportion of pensionable age members in the household dramatically 

reduces the probability of search success for men. The presence of old men in the 

household also reduces the success that women have in their search for work- perhaps 

due to the need to take care of these men. Conversely, having an old woman in the 

household hugely increases the search success of women- appearing to release working-

age women from household duties. Generally, men do not suffer from the disincentive 

effects of having income earners perhaps because they are often expected to be bread 

winners (Fourie, 2012; Ismail & Kollamparambil, 2015).   

 

The net effect, for individuals without jobs, is that the household may function more as a 

safety net than as a source of finances for successful search activities. In this respect 

having more pensioners (more especially male) and working adults in the household may 

function more as a safety net than as a source of finances for successful job search 

activities (Dinkelman, 2004). 



6.2.6. Figure 1: Unemployment Durations (months) by Gender and Household 

Characteristics 

Source: author’s own calculations using survey results on unemployment duration  

 

The survey asked the participants to indicate their estimated household income, whether 

there is someone in the household in receipt of a government grant as well as whether 

the individual has any dependents- be it children of their own, siblings, extended family 

or parents. Figure 1 above summarises the average unemployment durations of the 

participants for each of the household characteristics by gender, before and after 

completing the programme. There is not much of a difference in the unemployment 

duration before the programme for males (9,4 months) and females (9,75 months); what 

is notable is that there is 5 months difference in duration for women (13 months) with 

dependents than for men (8,7 months) with dependents before the programme. Young 

women are usually given the responsibility of child rearing even if the children are not 

their own but are perhaps younger siblings which could be a possible explanation behind 

the 5-month difference in unemployment duration between the males and females. 

 



The post-programme unemployment duration for female youth with dependents 

reduced more than for male youth with dependents. Most of the participants who have 

dependents exited into employment, more especially the young women. This suggests 

that individuals with dependents are less likely to exit into higher education which 

indicates one of two things: either human capital investment can be postponed to a later 

date, or the opportunity cost of rearing a child or being responsible for family members 

is far too great and hence human capital investment is forgone (Ismail & Kollamparambil, 

2015: 307).  

 

For those male participants who come from a household with at least one dependent and 

a grant recipient (11,2 months) there is a 5-month difference in unemployment duration 

compared to those males who come from a household with a dependent but not one with 

a grant recipient (6,2 months). Whereas for the young women- there really is not much 

of a difference whether they come from a household with a grant recipient (13,5 months) 

or not (12,3 months) as there is only 1-month difference between these two groups if you 

also come from a household with dependents. This could mean that young men are facing 

more pressure to find work to support their families since there is no grant money to fall 

back on. On the other hand, if you’re a male who comes from a household with no 

dependents but one with a grant recipient you are likely to experience an unemployment 

duration of only 4 months; whereas those who come from a household without 

dependents and no grant recipient experience an 11-month unemployment duration. A 

similar pattern can be observed for females. From the sample the males in the no grant, 

no dependent cohort are all from households who have an estimated income of between 

R,5000 and R18,000 or more per month, which supports the literature in that a 

household with income earners may function as a safety net instead of being a source of 

finance to fund job search activities. None of these participants spent more than R70 a 

week looking for work and on average only 2 hours of search activity was conducted, 

further supporting the notion that there is a disincentive to find work. 

 

With regards to income levels, one would expect durations to be higher for those 

participants who belong to the higher end of the income spectrum as a result of the 

disincentive effects. But our results show the converse, where the R2000-R10 999 

income level cohort show the longest spells of unemployment and the R11 000- R18 000 



and more show much shorter mean durations before the programme. After completing 

the programme, most of the income levels show unemployment durations of about 2 

months each with the exception of the lowest income level cohort (less than R2000 a 

month) showing increased mean durations of 4 months. From this group only 3 out of the 

10 belonging to the group exited into employment; another one of the participants said 

that the reason for them still currently being in unemployment is because ‘I have received 

job offers, but I am waiting for something better to show up’ which implies that this 

particular individual had a considerably high reservation wage; the individual stated 

their reservation wage at ‘more than R8000 per month’. Of the remaining participants, 3 

of them have decided to go back to school while 2 continue to search for work. 

 

6.2.7. Job search costs 

Job search requires jobseekers to overcome a variety of psychological and behavioural 

challenges as it is a highly self-regulated task. Studies show that the intensity of job search 

depends on the individuals’ biases in beliefs about returns to search efforts, their level of 

patience, their locus of control as well as their self-confidence and willpower (Abel et al., 

2017:1). 

 

Therefore, given the absence of a formalised system of facilitating job search activity in 

AVA to aid the transition from education to employment, employment search activity 

becomes very important. For unemployed youth who live outside of urban centres, they 

do not usually have access to print media and internet cafes come at a steep cost which 

means that many do not know about job openings or application procedures (Dieltiens, 

2015: 11). From the developed world context where unemployment rates are relatively 

low, a lack of active job search is almost exclusively seen as being voluntary and is usually 

underpinned by reservation wage consideration (Mlatsheni, 2014:18); but not so for the 

South African context as costs related to job search together with the mass level of 

unemployment are among the factors which have been proven to be further inhibitors 

(Mlatsheni, 2014; Dieltiens, 2015). The prevalent high levels of youth unemployment and 

the costs involved with finding work tend to discourage intensive job search activity 

amongst young people.  

 



The decision to engage in job search and the choice of search method is determined by 

four main factors: the probability that a job will be located, the probability of securing a 

job, the financial cost of the search method and the amount of time spent pursuing the 

search method (Schöer, 2004:56). Various search methods create different degrees of 

access to the labour market in terms of providing the searcher with information and their 

ability to transmit that information between the jobseeker and the employer. The pursuit 

of certain search methods are either facilitated or constrained by a job seeker’s individual 

and household characteristics (Schöer, 2004:1). For the unemployed to be not searching 

for work- it is usually an outcome of discouragement as the activity of job search is 

constrained by impediments such as poverty, cost of search, long spells of unemployment 

and adverse local economic conditions. In terms of job search costs, social networks have 

shown to generate the least amount of financial burden on the household while it still 

allows the jobseeker to pursue other non-market activities (Schöer, 2004:55). What most 

young people have resorted to using (outside of LinkedIn) to aid their job search is to 

post their abbreviated curriculum vitae on their various social media platforms in hopes 

that recruiters will come across their posts. 

 

In a study to find the relative importance of job attributes in the candidate’s decision to 

take a job; location was found to be an important factor. Location is defined in terms of 

where a job is located relative to where the jobseeker stays or other areas of economic 

and recreational activities (van der Merwe, 2012:25). The location of residential areas 

relative to jobs or job opportunities, which are usually centred within the city, contributes 

in addressing some of the imbalances that exist within the urban system. Research has 

shown that neighbourhoods can negatively influence youth behaviour and labour market 

outcomes, particularly if there are no positive role models, lack of informal job contacts 

and the presence of disruptive forces (Mlatsheni, 2014: 22).  

 

From our pool of participants, the common areas of residence were around the townships 

and Cape Flats, which are roughly a R12-R20 for a one-way trip into the city. Accessibility 

of the workplace to those seeking employment is a primary concern especially for a 

country like South Africa where marginalised groups have limited access to affordable 

transport and how this has further excluded these already poor groups from participating 

in productive economic activities (van der Merwe, 2012:1).  



In terms of transport costs, the average fare trip in Cape Town for rail is R1.50; for taxis 

R2.60 and for bus R2.80 (Naidu, 2009:14). For 40% of Coloureds and 60% of Africans this 

amounts to 8% (for rail), 14% (for taxis) and 15% (for buses) of their annual income 

spent on transport alone. Additionally, there is no system that interlinks these three 

services such as a “through ticketing” which means that commuters who use more than 

one mode of transport per journey pay a much higher fare altogether. On average a peak 

morning work trip is 14km, which is considerably high by international standards and 

this is mostly due to the physical distances between home and the place of employment 

(Naidu, 2009:14) deliberately created by the spatial planning of the apartheid era. 

Reliance on public transport is skewed to the disadvantage of the marginalised, whom 

make up our entire sample. Only 1 in 16 whites are dependent on public transport while 

42% of Africans, and 33% of Coloureds rely on public transport. Given that majority of 

the jobs in Cape Town (80%) are located in the CDB, the Southern and Northern Suburbs, 

this means very long commuting distances and times for those living in the Cape Flats 

(Naidu, 2009:18) as well as high transport costs which can easily be a deterring factor 

when seeking employment.  

 

In order to bridge this access gap created by limited access to transport, AVA provides its 

participant with a transport stipend of R2000 each month; a much-needed aid given that 

majority of the participants who go through the AVA programme are either Blacks or 

Coloureds- a very marginalised group in South Africa both location-wise and 

economically. This stipend is used to by the participants to travel to and from their 

various volunteer workplaces. 

 

In order to gauge job search intensity, the participants were asked to indicate how many 

hours they spend a week looking for work, the weekly costs that comes with job 

searching- this includes internet café costs, transport costs, printing and sending CVs etc. 

In addition, they were also asked to indicate how many job offers they receive a month 

both before and after the programme. The data shows that the average job search costs 

are R74,72 while on average 2,5 hours is spent looking for work each week. The amount 

of job offers that the participants received increased from before the programme 0,28 to 

1,92 offers per month after the programme.  Assuming all else equal and that the job 

search intensity is the same after as before the programme this could mean that the 



additional skills acquired through AVA is working to the advantage of its participants as 

more job offers are received on average in a month.  

 

Before I joined AVA, I was unemployed for about 2 months. I was 

spending a lot of money trying to find work…about R150 a week… 

because I stay in Khayelitsha and a taxi to town costs R25 one way and 

you also have to pay for internet…I would be on the internet for about 

3,5 hours a week just looking for work and I didn’t used to get job offers. 

But once I was finished with Khanyisa it took me about a week to find a 

job then the following year I went back to school to further my studies 

(Shumani, 19). 

 

But not everyone was as fortunate as Shumani, as some youth still find themselves in 

unemployment even after completing the programme and spending a lot of money as well 

as time looking for work.  

 

Since I completed my matric, I have been actively looking for work, but I 

couldn’t find any work. I would spend about 3 hours a week looking for 

work…and roughly R100 every week using the internet, going to town 

to look for jobs but still I could not find any work. Even after I joined the 

Khanyisa programme cos I wanted to gain more skills when I finished, I 

still could not find any work. I haven’t had any jobs offers from any of 

the places I applied to (Viwe, 19 years old). 

 

The depression that very often accompanies failure to successfully secure employment 

manifests as a type of incapacity that prevents structured job search from happening. If 

the youth are overly pessimistic about the labour market, then they will not engage in 

rigorous job search which will feed back and further contribute to entrenching youth 

unemployment (Mlatsheni, 2014: 23). For the AVA participants who completed the 

programme, they spent a considerably reduced amount of time in unemployment; 

particularly those who spend 3 to 4 hours or more in a week looking for work. These 

participants had a much greater reduction in unemployment- if we compare the before 

and after mean durations, those who were spending 3 hours searching for work only 



spend 3 months in unemployment before finding work, and those who spent 4 or more 

hours now only spend about 4 months in unemployment from 12 months before the 

programme. 

6.2.8. Social Capital 

Another barrier to employment has been argued to be due to weak connections between 

the unemployed and their knowledge about possible job openings. More than often 

youths have more limited occupational contact networks that are largely shaped by their 

parent’s social positions which limits their access to information about jobs (Dieltiens, 

2015; Hällsten, Edling & Rydgren, 2017). Employment, particularly in the middle to 

upper income classes, is increasingly a function of networks otherwise termed ‘social 

capital’. Social capital can be viewed as individual-level resources (e.g. monetary 

resources) or other valued assets (e.g. information) that individuals can access through 

their networks and use to often achieve positive outcomes (Hällsten, Edling and Rydgren, 

2015:55).  

People who have lived, studied or worked with already-employed people are more likely 

to find work than those whose social circle is made up of people who have been exposed 

to long bounds of unemployment (Nattrass, 2002:214).   

 

Furthermore, recruitment in the labour market is often informal and acquaintances play 

an important role in this process, pointing to the importance of information flows in 

social networks. Many firms ask their employees if they know of anyone who would be 

suitable to apply for existing vacancies because middle class employees are more 

comfortable with other middle-class employees- hence a firm is more likely to opt for a 

person from a similar social background (Nattrass, 2002:215). And as much as there are 

a number of unfilled vacancies and youth ready to fill those positions- matches are not 

being made because information is not being shared because young people do not know 

about openings since they do not have strong networks (Nattrass, 2002; Dieltiens, 2015). 

For example, from our sample of participants 9 out of the 46 participants were working 

in sectors which one of their household members is currently working in because the 

household member informed them of an available vacancy at their workplace.  

 



This means that individuals who belong to sociodemographic groups with low levels of 

education, income and social resources will have more constricted and weak bridging ties 

in their network; in comparison to those who belong in the middle-and upper-income 

cohort with more education. This means that these youth are further marginalised 

through structural barriers that cut off their access to a variety of extensive resources 

such as information about vacancies higher up in the organisation (Moore et al., 

2009:1076) and therefore limits their options to vacancies of the same lower level 

operations as their family member. For example, one of the participants stated that one 

of their household members works in retail as a cashier, and now they are also working 

as a cashier because of the information they were fed by their household member. 

 

For youth with many employed acquaintances they will have more information about job 

openings, thus facilitating their job search which is likely to increase their success rate 

(Hällsten, Edling and Rydgren, 2017:235). However, the usefulness of these social 

networks depends on the overlap of supply networks through which those seeking 

employment look for a job and the recruitment networks through which employers use 

their existing workforce to source new workers (Schöer, 2004:56). This means the 

jobseekers positioning within the network in terms of proximity to the recruitment 

network is very important. The closer they are to the recruitment network the more likely 

they are to locate and get a job. From an employer’s perspective, recruitment through job 

referral networks gives access to a better pool of applicants, allows for better job-worker 

matches which tend to reduce the costs of screening and increases economic returns 

(Hällsten, Edling and Rydgren, 2017:235). Through referrals employers are expanding 

their horizon of applicants by tapping into pools of applicants that would have otherwise 

not applied to the firm (Fernandez, Castilla and Moore, 2000:1291).  

 

Close to two thirds of the employed in the Khayelitsha/Mitchell’s Plain Survey of 2000 

found their jobs through social networks. They found employment because friends or 

relatives informed them about a vacancy or put them in contact with someone from their 

workplace(Schöer, 2004:1). According to a report by the World Bank (2014), 58 percent 

of youths believe that networks and connections are more important than skills for 

finding a job. In addition, young people will tend to prefer public sector jobs and hence 

be less interested in ALMPs that may lead to a private sector job (ILO, 2017).  



The proportion of income earners in the household could also be helpful in explaining 

social networks as the employed in the household provide access to networks which 

could provide employment opportunities for others in their household (Ismail & 

Kollamparambil, 2015: 306). Given that AVA works mostly with youth who belong to the 

lower-income, low education cohort the relationships that the organisation has with 

other supporting organisations, as well as private and public sector entities could be the 

only connection the participants are able to make with people whom they are able to 

create stronger networks with. From the survey only 9 of the 46 participants were 

employed in sectors in which one of their household members worked in, and it was their 

household member who informed them of a vacancy in their place of work. 

 

One of my family members works in communications as a call centre 

agent, the others are working at a retail like Truworths, but I am working 

as a call agent now because my sister told me they were looking for 

people (Chantal, 20 years old female). 

 

My dad helped me get into construction because he is also in 

construction, so it was easy like that. I do maintenance work (Ulrich, 21 

years old male). 

 

When asked where they would rank ‘Connections in the place where you want to work’ on 

a scale of 1 to 7; 1 being least important and 7 being most important- 23 percent of the 

participants ranked it a 6 while 13 percent ranked it a 7. This means that 36 percent of 

the participants either think networking is an extremely important or a very important 

determining factor in finding work successfully. The youth whose socio-economic 

circumstances do not afford them the privilege of said social networks are set at a 

disadvantage. Therefore, these young people are not wrong to think that connections are 

important as the array of literature discussed has reiterated how crucial it is to have 

networks or social capital. Hence it is important that these youth programmes serve as 

some form of networking agent that can bridge this social capital gap. AVA works with 

organisations such as Ernest and Young and Stellenbosch University by hosting various 

workshops and competitions with these organisations. Perhaps stronger networking 

links can be formed with these organisations through mentoring initiatives. 



6.2.9. Reservation Wage 

The reservation wage can be seen as a measure of an individual’s reluctance or eagerness 

to accept employment and plays a key role in traditional job search theory by determining 

the unemployment duration and the speed at which job-seekers will be reintegrated into 

the labour market (Caliendo, Lee & Mahlstedt, 2017: 162). The period of unemployment 

or the amount of search depends on the wage rate that the individual thinks his service 

can command in the labour market and on the opportunity cost of the searching activity. 

In labour supply theory, the reservation wage is where individuals are assumed to only 

participate in the labour market if their offered wage is above their acceptable cut-off 

(Caliendo, Lee & Mahlstedt, 2017:86). In other words it is “the highest wage at which an 

individual would rather ‘choose leisure’ or continued job search rather than work”, 

(Nattrass & Walker, 2005:501). Normally, one would expect people to have a higher 

reservation wage when unemployment benefits are available as is the case in Great 

Britain. But in South Africa’s case, the reservation wage is more likely to be affected by 

the jobseeker’s perception of their value to the labour market and the level of desperation 

they are experiencing to find work (Nattrass & Walker, 2005:501). If a jobseeker believes 

that his skills are highly sought after in the labour market, then they will reject any job 

offers that fall short of their expectations and remain unemployed (McCall, 1970:114). 

 

In addition, duration of unemployment is also likely to matter for reservation wages but 

the relationship between these two variables is complex, there is no consistent evidence 

that unemployed people have unrealistic job and wage aspirations (Fourie, 2012: 11). For 

example, if those who are in long-term unemployment are choosing to stay unemployed 

longer in the hopes of better job offers; then presumably they have the financial resources 

to sustain this- and thus may report higher reservation wages than the short-tern 

unemployed (Nattrass & Walker, 2005:503). Nattrass and Walker (2005) report their 

findings on a survey of metropolitan workers designed to determine whether the 

unemployed are indeed setting a reservation wage that is too high. They first determine 

what respondents would regard as a minimum monthly wage below which they would 

not accept any job even if that means remaining unemployed. Secondly, they compare 

that reservation wage (R1159 in 2000/1) with the predicted wages workers realistically 

could expect to earn, given their characteristics. From their sample, the reported 

reservation wage is only on average 85% of the predicted wage. A regression also reveals 



a significantly lower chance of being employed when the average wage exceeds the 

predicted wage, supporting the finding of no evidence that relatively high reservation 

wages are a cause of unemployment (in the area of Khayelitsha/Mitchell’s Plain).  

 

The survey asked the participants what their reservation wage is as well as to state their 

level of income. Given the sample the reservation wage averages R5409 whereas the 

average income is only R3778 which means that a lot of these youth are accepting jobs 

that are below their reservation wage. For example, 22-year-old Abongile stated that her 

reservation wage was R10 000 per month but when asked what her current monthly 

income is, she said she is only making about R2000 per month. Similarly, with 8 of the 

other respondents- they stated a reservation wage which was significantly higher than 

their current income level. But for some of these participants, whose reservation wage 

was above their current income level, the survey shows that they came from households 

with a greater level of income. For example, although John said his reservation wage is 

R5000 per month he is currently earning between R2,000-R4,999 a month, but he comes 

from a household where the monthly income is between R11,000- R14,999 which is 

perhaps why he was willing to work for less than he had set for himself as a reservation 

wage. 

 

Conversely, a female participant from the sample said she rejected a few job offers 

because “I am waiting for better job offers to come along”. The participant has no previous 

work experience, with only a matric qualification. She is still considerably young (21 

years old), with only 9 months of unemployment; perhaps this is the reason for her 

reservation wage being so high- she has not yet been exposed in long spells of 

unemployment that might force her to reduce her reservation wage which was in the 

R8000,00 or more category. Another 27-year-old female stated that her reservation wage 

is R6000 per month. She was not getting any job offers before she joined AVA and after 

the programme, she stated that she was getting at least one job offer a month. When asked 

why she did not accept the job offer she said that the work required her to have resources 

she doesn’t have; they required that she have her own laptop and car in order to work at 

the company. And here is another factor which barricades entrance into the labour 

market for marginalised youth. The need to have certain resources as a job requirement 



is exclusionary to say the least because it closes doors to many poor black and coloured 

youths who do not have the luxury of owning a car or even a laptop. 

 

On the other hand, if  the long-term unemployed experience some sort of depreciation in 

their human capital and adjust their market value perceptions accordingly, then a 

negative relationship will exist between the duration of unemployment and their 

reservation wage (Nattrass & Walker, 2005:503). But it is also possible that the longer 

people stay out of work the less likely it is that they will be able to gauge their market 

value correctly as the labour market is ever changing in terms of the skills and level of 

experience it requires. But often graduates and school leavers are misinformed about the 

pace of success in the workplace, as a result they set quite high wage expectations 

because they are unaware of the reality of entry-level wages in their fields of study 

(Mncayi & Dunga, 2016: 420), which is also the case from this sample. When looking at 

the average reservation wage for just the participants with a matric the average sum 

comes to R4,690 per month which is just more than twice as much as what Cecil & 

Leibbrandt (2016) calculated to be the mean wage earning for matriculants (R2271) 

using CAPS data. 

 

A few studies have evaluated how individuals’ perceived reemployment chances 

influence their reservation wage and the conclusion is that unemployed job seekers set a 

higher reservation wage when expecting good reemployment chances. Reservation 

wages thus relate positively to a person’s employment efficacy.  

 

Before I joined AVA, I was working for a clothing manufacturing factory. 

I heard about AVA and decided to join because I had expectations of a 

better income after completing the AVA programme and getting new 

skills. After completing the programme, I received a job offer which I 

didn’t take because it was paying me less than R10,000 a month so I 

decided to go back to school to further my studies (Chad, 27 years old). 

 

The idea of having a high “market value” often makes job seekers believe that they are 

justified to demand higher wages. Conversely, individuals perceiving difficulties to find 

employment may be more inclined to lower their reservation wage to increase their 



chances of finding work. The self-awareness of their weak labour market situation makes 

them expect few job offers, and intend to accept the first offer they get, even if this implies 

settling for a very low paying job (De Coen, Forrier & Sels, 2015: 99). For example- for 

24-year-old Tashniqa who has a child who she supports; with only one other household 

member receiving a grant for older persons and after she had been actively looking for 

work, she has set her reservation wage at less than R2000 and is currently working as a 

teacher’s assistant making R2000 a month. 

 

6.2.10. The importance of attitudes 

The importance of self-worth and self-awareness is that it gives young people a sense of 

ownership and responsibility for their future, hence personal development is a necessary 

first step in training young people for the workplace. It is important that through their 

education and training young people develop a sense of ownership of their future along 

with the skills and competences to make an informed decision about their future (Hawley 

et al., 2012; Dieltiens, 2015). Through the self-development aspect of the programs, AVA 

is giving holistic support in that they are not just equipping the young people with skills 

to help them transition to work but they are also providing guidance and personal 

development. Several authors, e.g. Martin & Grubb (2002) highlight the importance of 

poor attitudes towards work among disadvantaged youth as a major factor in explaining 

the poor record of special youth measures. Often times the youth are so discouraged by 

their socio-economic circumstances that they are not very hopeful about their own 

futures and therefore place little effort into changing their circumstances. They feel that 

nothing positive can come out of their lives because they have either seen parents or 

siblings or neighbours who have been in a similar situation. By understanding that many 

young people, especially those who come from a marginalised background, have suffered 

trauma which has left many with few ambitions beyond the boundaries of their known 

world, a youth training program will be better able to cater for the needs of young people. 

If young people are to be equipped with confidence and competences necessary to 

manage their progression independently, there needs to be accompanying guidance and 

measures to promote ‘healthy pathways’ for young people; in addition to the skills 

development that they are receiving (Hawley et al., 2012; Dieltiens, 2015). 

 



In light of the above, part of the data that was collected encompasses attitudes- mainly if 

there was a change in the attitude of the participants about the prospects of their future 

and job application outcomes once they had completed the AVA programme and 

undergone the self-development aspect. It is not at all easy for many programs to 

influence the attitudes of its participants in ways that improve jobs and earning prospects 

of disadvantaged youth. But the provision of mentoring programs, by providing for both 

on-going contact with an adult over an extended period of time coupled with elements of 

monitoring as well as support (which is what AVA offers with the self-development and 

support component of its program) can overcome negative attitudes to work (Martin & 

Grubb, 2002: 20). 

 

Specific questions in section 8 of the survey were used to gauge whether the was a change 

in attitude of participants. The questions stated: 

 8.1 Before I joined AVA, I was enthusiastic about my future: 

  -Strongly Agree 

  -Agree 

  -Disagree 

  -Strongly Disagree 

 8.2 After I joined AVA, I was more enthusiastic about my future: 

  -Strongly Agree 

  -Agree 

  -Disagree 

  -Strongly Disagree 

8.3 Before I joined AVA, I was positive that I would receive a job offer is I applied for 

a position: 

-Strongly Agree 

  -Agree 

  -Disagree 

  -Strongly Disagree 

8.4 After I joined AVA, I was more positive that I would receive a job offer is I applied 

for a position: 

-Strongly Agree 

  -Agree 



  -Disagree 

  -Strongly Disagree 

8.5 Before I joined AVA, I was confident in my ability to complete tasks: 

-Strongly Agree 

  -Agree 

  -Disagree 

  -Strongly Disagree 

8.6 After I joined AVA, I was confident in my ability to complete tasks: 

-Strongly Agree 

  -Agree 

  -Disagree 

  -Strongly Disagree 

8.7 The AVA programme that I was a part of adequately prepared me for the world 

of work 

-Strongly Agree 

  -Agree 

  -Disagree 

  -Strongly Disagree 

 

Using a Likert scale similar to the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965; 

Baumeister et al., 2013) numbers were allocated points: “Strongly Disagree” is 1 

point, “Disagree” 2 points, “Agree” 3 points, and “Strongly Agree” is 4 points. By tracking 

the scores of the before and after questions I was then able to ascertain whether there 

was a change in the attitude of the participants. The results are depicted in figure 2 below. 

 



6.2.11. Figure 2: Changes in Attitudes 

The before and after responses to question 8.1 show a significant change in attitude about 

how the participants felt about their future prospects. Before the programme roughly 

only 20 percent said they felt really enthusiastic about their futures and almost half said 

that they either strongly disagree or disagree with the statement in question 8.1. But there 

was a major improvement in attitude after the programme, with none of the participants 

stating that they still strongly feel unenthusiastic about their future. Although 5 percent 

still felt unenthusiastic about their future an aggregate of 95 percent either agreed or 

strongly agreed that the AVA programme made them feel more positive about their 

futures. Physical and mental health is just as important as the availability of jobs. The 

stress of not finding a job may give rise to demotivation and depression, which will in 

turn further hamper effective labour market participation (Mlatsheni, 2014: 10) by 

discouraging active job search. A change in attitude about future prospects is indicative 

that AVA has given these youths a more positive outlook on life.  

 

In responding to question 8.2 about job offers, again we see a major improvement in 

attitudes with 17 percent of those who said they strongly disagree with the statement 

going down to zero percent after the programme, and the 41 percent who disagreed going 

down to 5 percent. Again, 95 percent of the participants either agree or strongly agree 

with the statement that they are now more positive about receiving job offers having 

completed the AVA programme. Question 8.5 and 8.6 measure the changes in self-esteem 



the participants by asking about the confidence they have in their ability to complete 

tasks. Before the programme most of the participants (76 percent) either disagreed or 

agreed with the statement but after the programme, 75 percent strongly agreed with the 

statement and 23 percent said they agree with the statement.  

 

Therefore, it is reasonable to say that the self-development component of AVA has played 

an important role in significantly changing and improving the attitudes of their 

participants. It is not enough to only provide disenfranchised youth with technical or soft 

skills, but it is also important to tend to the mental health of young people. The provision 

of guidance measures and policies promoting successful transition into the labour market 

need to go beyond providing information and training. They need to also be equipping 

the young person with the confidence and competences necessary to manage their 

progression independently. A good quality programme encompasses career guidance, 

holistic support and self-development which are part of the key ingredients to support 

young people’s transition from unemployment to work; or to reintegrate them into 

further education (Hawley et al., 2012: 58).  

 

AVA has taught me so much about myself and my capabilities, AVA gave 

me confidence and made me want to give back to the community 

(Teressa, 26 years old).  

6.2.12. Most Important Perceived Skills and Factors for Finding Work 

Employers have different perspectives on what they expect from job seeking candidates. 

Studies exploring employers’ expectations in South Africa point to varying perspectives, 

but these are four categories of skills that employers value the most: 

1. Basic skills and understanding; 

2. Knowledge and intellectual ability 

3. Workplace skills and applied knowledge; as well as 

4. Interactive and personal skills (Fourie-Malherbe & Lourens, 2017: 15). 

 

Additionally, thirteen employers from various sectors were asked about what they look 

for when screening potential job applicants and their response was that the academic 

qualification of the applicant was considered to be ‘the  first tick’ in the box, with 70% of 



them referring to the importance of a good academic record (Fourie-Malherbe & Lourens, 

2017: 41). But a good academic track record is not the always attainable for marginalised 

youth as many of them come from disenfranchised under-resourced schools. In fact, a 

number of the participants said they had joined AVA with the expectation of an increased 

level of education- which is of course not a direct service offered by the programme. There 

appears to be a mismatch between what factors/skills job seekers think matters in 

securing them employment and what employers are actually looking for in candidates. 

Therefore, in an attempt to get insight on what job seekers deem are important factors in 

securing employment, the survey asked the participants to rank a list of factors according 

to what they think is most important to least important. 

 

The participants were given a list of 7 factors and asked to assign a number between 1 

and 7 for each factor; 1 being least important and 7 being most important, essentially 

ranking each factor from most important to least important. The list of factors given was: 

• Level of education 

• Connections in the place where you want to work 

• Soft skills (i.e. teamwork, organisation skills, communication etc.) 

• Technical skills (i.e. programming, data analysis, accounting etc.) 

• Past work experience 

• Information about job openings 

• How close the workplace is to home? 



6.2.13. Figure 3: Determining Factor for Finding Work Successfully 

 

 

Figure 3 above summarises the outcomes of this section of the survey which asked about 

what participants perceive to be the most important determining factors for finding work 

successfully. The lighter shades depict the least important factors while the darker 

shades represent what participants perceive to be the most important factors. Level of 

education is viewed as the most important factor with 33 percent of the participants 

ranking it a 7; followed by soft skills (23 percent), work experience (21 percent) and then 

connections in the workplace (13%). Education, work experience and soft skills overlap 

with the skills that employers seek in potential job candidates. A similar study by Fourie-

Malherbe & Lourens (2017), found similar results from their sample of graduates seeking 

employment. The participants firmly believed that higher education is indispensable to 

obtain employment, which is what the general consensus is about obtaining tertiary 

education especially since graduates experience the lowest rates of unemployment. 

There are two issues that are most noticeable for young people once they leave education: 

first is the degree to which educational systems instil specific, rather than general skills; 

and second is the extent to which there are direct links between the educational system 

and employers (Breen, 2005:126). When there is greater emphasis on specific skills and 

a closer link between schools and employers, there exists an easier transition from 

education to the labour market because these two issues send a very clear signal to 



employers about the potential productivity of a given job seeker in the job that the 

employer wants to fill  (Breen, 2005:126).  

  

Although AVA does not provide further education services it has successfully helped a 

significant proportion of its participant to exit out of unemployment and enter higher 

education. Furthermore, the implications of employers’ expectations of a good academic 

record for the employability of job seekers from disadvantaged backgrounds needs 

careful considerations because these job seekers are often first-generation students or 

even matriculants which sets them back compared to their upper-middle income 

counterparts. Employers need to take a broader view of prospective employees than just 

their academic records (Fourie-Malherbe & Lourens, 2017: 41).  

 

However, AVA does cover the work experience and soft skills aspect of the determining 

factors which have both contributed to the upskilling of these youths. Employers value 

being able to work independently as well as having technical knowledge which was 

associated with achieving success in the workplace. But from the sample technical skills 

were ranked between the 3 and 4 range, which means that participants do not think that 

it is overly important that one must have specific qualifications such as web developer or 

accountant in order to obtain a job; indicating a mismatch between perceived 

determining factors by job seekers and employers. In addition, South African employers 

mentioned a variety of preferred soft skills and personality traits they expect from 

candidates. Specific mention was made of problem-solving skills; critical thinking, 

reliable, trustworthy, good worth ethic and ability to work in a team. Communication, 

management, computer skills were the main generic skills required (Fourie-Malherbe & 

Lourens, 2017: 42).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Additionally, the participants were asked to indicate the most valuable soft skill that they 

acquired through AVA by answering the question: “Completing my AVA programme has 

improved my…” and then choosing a trait from the list of options or ‘other’ if the list did 

not include their most valued soft skill. The list of options to choose from was: 

• Problem solving ability 

• Managing stressful situations 

• Communication with other staff members 

• Punctuality 

• Executing tasks on time 

• Critical thinking 

6.2.14. Figure 4: Most Valued Soft Skills 

 

 

The pie chart in figure 4 depicts a summary of the soft skills which the AVA participants 

valued most through their experience with the programme. Communication skills is cited 

as the most dominant soft skill with 36 percent followed by managing stressful situations 

(26 percent) and problem-solving ability (24 percent). The ability to manage stressful 

situations can translate into the ability to work under pressure by meeting demanding 

deadlines as is the case in most workplaces. Executing tasks in time can be viewed as an 

indication for having good work ethic, of which only 2 percent of the participants stated 

as their most valued skill which AVA has taught them. 

 



The drive to foster ‘employability’ among young people, where employability refers to 

skills, personality traits, attitudes and competences that will enable them to increase 

their chances of getting a job or progressing into higher education or even self -

employment, is plentiful and it comes from both public and private sector organisations. 

But the development of young people is so multifaceted and intricate that most 

organisations do not get it right. As much as improving young people’s technical skills is 

important so is the development of their qualities, attitudes and soft skills if the goal is to 

successfully integrate these youths into the labour market. An organisation such as AVA 

caters for the wholistic development of disadvantaged youth in ways which society 

ordinarily fails to do.  Not only does the organisation offer valuable work experience 

through its volunteering component to increase their participants’ attractiveness to 

employers, they also address the gap range of various basic skills which these young 

people often lack. Simple practices like punctuality, communicating with senior staff and 

fellow colleagues, dressing appropriately for work and just having good work ethic is 

important for the workplace and these are not often taught in school. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



7. Recommendations 

While this paper has explored a number of factors that influence youth unemployment 

duration, there are only a few that AVA can directly influence such as attitudes and skills 

acquisition. While other factors such as the participants’ socio-economic background, and 

the implications of that, cannot be directly influenced by the organisation the 

organisation can still be a major component in better linking marginalised youth to the 

labour market, for example, through avenues such as creating stronger networks. Based 

on the above findings pertaining to the determining factors of youth unemployment 

based on this case study on the AVA participants, a few lessons and recommendations 

can be made to ensure that AVA extends the role it plays in the lives of their participants 

and that the youth get the best out of the AVA programmes.  

 

7.1. Record keeping 

The first and perhaps the most important recommendation is to keep a rich data base of 

all the participants who go through the programme. In order to meaningfully determine 

whether the programme is working to reduce youth unemployment, data needs to be 

collected for each group upon entering and completing the programme. The participants 

could complete a basic online survey at the beginning of the programme that asks them 

to provide information pertaining to their socio-economic background, length of 

unemployment, skills they hope to acquire from AVA, job search activity etc. this will 

serve as the baseline data. Once the participants have completed the programme, they 

should be asked follow-up questions about their job prospects, their experience of 

unemployment after the programme, length of unemployment, skills acquired, new 

income levels etc. this will serve as the post programme data thus allowing for ex-post 

evaluation on the effectiveness of the programme. If the causal effects of the programme 

can be determined, and if those effects are found to be significant then the AVA model 

could be implemented in other ALMPs and even policy for youth unemployment 

eradication. 

 

 



7.2. Exposure to career guidance 

Career guidance is already a valuable service that AVA provides to the participants. 

However, an important addition to the service would be to help the youth create more 

realistic expectations for their future job prospects so that they avoid the possibility of 

pricing themselves out of employment. Participants need to understand that past work 

experience, level of education and skills all play a role in how the labour market perceives 

them as job seekers. Therefore, if a young person is misinformed about what level of 

income, they can expect given their skills and education level, they will most likely price 

themselves out of the labour market by turning down offers which do not meet their 

unrealistic income level expectations; and thus, further extending their unemployment 

duration. 

 

7.3. Stronger partnering with the private sector 

Evidence from European countries on the impact of ALMPs in reducing youth 

unemployment is mixed and the reason for this is partly because of the lack of 

experimental studies and the wide variation in evaluation methods. Nevertheless, the 

overall key finding is that if policy wants programs serving youths to be more beneficial, 

there needs to be a strong partnership with the private sector, or the private sector needs 

to at least be involved in setting up the programme or policy. This will ensure that the 

training or work experience that the young people receive is in line with the demands of 

the labour market. The lesson from the successful German public empowerment program 

is the emphasised need to include employers in the design of the programme. By 

determining what set of skills employers are looking for AVA can incorporate these more 

directly in their various programmes. 

 

Another reason to form stronger relationships with the private sector is that sometimes 

perceptions of youth are laced with undertones of gender and racial stereotypes. An 

example of racial and gender stereotypes is that, coloured youth tend to be marred as 

unreliable and afflicted with drug abuse; while young women are perceived as 

undependable because of unplanned pregnancies and other family responsibilities 

(Dieltiens, 2015: 7). And often times employers will conceal their preferences for a 

particular type of employee under guises of requiring the candidate to ‘speak eloquently’ 



or to come from a particular institution or to speak a specific language. These 

stereotypical elements mean that marginalised young people have a greater 

disadvantage in overcoming unemployment. Therefore, NGOs such as AVA face the battle 

of trying to prevent them from perpetuating and further hindering a young person’s 

success. 

 

Gender-based and racial stereotypes are not fact-based information and often these 

stereotypes are what misinforms senior executives and other major decision makers 

about the talents of young people. Although changing the perceptions of employers based 

on these stereotypes is not a factor that can be changed by AVA- through working more 

directly with the private sector these young people can be given a better chance to 

showcase their talents without their race of gender being used against them as a form of 

bias. 

7.4. Set up networking events 

Social capital has been found to be among the leading factors that lead to successful 

employment as more and more employers are recruiting through networks. As the study 

has shown, the youth are aware that good connections can get you a job and they even 

think it is one of the most important determining factors for finding work. Therefore, the 

youth should be given an opportunity to network outside of their social circles. This can 

be achieved in one of two ways: the first being AVA setting up and arranging a networking 

session themselves where they invite various businesses to present about their 

companies and what opportunities the youth could take advantage of in their companies. 

But this will come at a rather high cost when taking into account the amount of time and 

resources that go into organising such an event. The second and more cost-effective 

method would be to liaise with universities such as the University of Cape Town’s Career 

Service and ask them if the AVA participants could attend one or two of their major career 

fairs. These career fairs are a great way to network with recruiters as the participants can 

ask questions about the application process, entrance requirements and the possibility 

of getting funding to study. By exposing youth to other career options, they can be 

inspired to want to study further with the possibility of getting funding to pursue their 

studies or they can make connections with other students who can assist them by giving 

advice on their studies and how to overcome certain challenges. 



8. Conclusion 

The main aim of this case study was to investigate how the unemployment duration (in 

months) of youth who have completed the AVA programme has changed since their exit 

from the programme. The study found that the unemployment duration for the AVA 

participants reduced by at least 6 months for men and 5 months for women. Therefore, 

making the programme equally beneficial for both the young men and women. The study 

further went on to explore some of the other common determinants of youth 

unemployment and found that with regards to exit states- employment was the most 

common exit state with majority of the participants successfully finding work after 

completing the programme. Their success in finding work can be attributed to the work 

experience that they have gained while volunteering. The programme appears to be most 

effective for youth who have never had work experience as the post programme 

unemployment duration for those without work experience was 6 months less than for 

those with job experience. The second most dominant exit state was education- most of 

the participants cited that after completing the programme they were either better 

equipped to apply for a certain university degree or had access to resources to fund their 

studies. In this regard, AVA has helped a number of these young people further their 

studies. 

 

From the individual as well as household characteristic level; the study confirms most of 

the findings from the literature. The optimism that the AVA participants feel after 

completing their program has lent a key role in maintaining job search activity as most of 

the participants stated that they spent quite a considerable amount resources in 

searching for work; this is also evident by the number of average job-offers they were 

receiving which increased from 0.28 to 1.92 offers per month. Social capital continues to 

be a critical asset to have when securing employment as many more employers are using 

referrals as a search mode for suitable candidates. Most school leavers often have a 

misinformed view of what entry level salaries are like, similarly in the case study it was 

found that a few of the youth had priced themselves out of the labour market by declining 

job offers which do not meet their income expectations. 

An important take away from this case study is the need to have a self-development 

component in a youth ALMP. A positive attitude can go a long way in influencing job 

search activity. 
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