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INTRODUCTION
SOUTH AFRICA’S YOUTH IN CONTEXT

In 2019, In On Africa (IOA), in
collaboration with Beulah Africa
and Columinate, will roll out a
large-scale national research study
focusing on South African tertiary
students. This study, entitled
‘Voices Unite’, will explore in detail
the state of tertiary education, job
readiness and youth unemployment
in South Africa. It will also extend
to student views and insights
around a range of industries, such
as financial services, healthcare,
technology and transportation.
The overarching objective of
this research will be to unify the
voices of the country’s youth to
inform real change and empower
tomorrow’s leaders. This brief
report details some of the results
from our pilot study, conducted in
mid-2017, offering a taste of the
kind of data and insights that will
be drawn through the Voices Unite
initiative in 2019.

Implementing Partners:
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South African youth are much like the young
people in countless other regions around the
globe. They are viewed as digital natives in search
of instant gratification, work-life balance and
career advancement. They are the world’s future
leaders - that is an inevitable reality. However,
South Africa’s current economic, social and
political environment make for a very interesting
and, in many ways, complicated setting for the
country’s millennial demographic.
It is estimated (by numerous sources) that
around half of all South Africans between the
ages of 15 and 34 are unemployed, and that
this age group makes up close to 60% of the
country’s total unemployed population. Youth
across the country, in both rural and urban areas,
remain disproportionately affected by high
unemployment rates, poverty, and lack of access
to the formal economy.
Young people are frustrated by sub-standard
education and lack of funding, unsupported job
searching and relatively limited engagement
between themselves and corporate South Africa.
Internships and traineeships are limited and
usually unpaid, lacking even the reimbursement
of travel costs, which causes most eligible young
people to decline such opportunities, resulting in
minimal exposure to the working world.
The student-led protest action of the
#FeesMustFall movement typified and symbolised
the youth’s dissatisfaction with its situation – not
only relating to tertiary funding, but more broadly
to the need for prioritisation of South African
youth. Moreover, the protests pointed out the
dearth of transformation in South Africa’s socioeconomic fabric, notably vis-à-vis persisting racial
divisions and inequalities in the country.

Design Partner:

A CHANGING DYNAMIC
Research suggests that very few South African
citizens (potentially as little as 15%) fully trust
their government, which is exacerbated by
continued allegations (and proof) of corruption
and public fund mismanagement. This lack
of faith in the political system, combined
with deep societal reservations, helps explain
the rise of populist movements such as
#FeesMustFall, and an increase in service
delivery protests.
South Africa’s government has recognised
the need to address the issues surrounding
the development of the youth by promising
to increase the amount of spending on
education and subsidies for tertiary education.
Furthermore, government has responded to
unemployment with programmes such as the
Expanded Public Works Programme, but thus
far there have been no policies that create
confidence in substantial and sustainable youth
development. The true picture remains grim,
with students facing high university fees, high
unemployment, a lack of preparation for the
workplace and limited access to the economy.
Despite this, there are signs that the situation
is changing in South Africa. The youth has
come to realise that decisions made by those
they vote into power have a direct impact
on their future. An increasing number of
young people are engaging in both online
and offline discussions about socio-economic
issues they otherwise would have previously
overlooked. With internet accessibility on the
rise, young people are also becoming more
informed and aware.

VOICES UNITE
In response to the shift in awareness of South
Africa’s youth and the need for our future leaders
to become more empowered in decision-making
for a better tomorrow, IOA, in partnership with
Beulah Africa and Columinate, are proud to
introduce the ‘Voices Unite’ initiative.
It is our belief that a platform to unify and amplify
the voices of the country’s youth - their views, ideas
and dynamism - can inform true change in South
Africa. In order to make this vision a reality, though,
there is a need for collaboration and buy-in from
relevant private and public sector stakeholders,
as well as (most importantly) from the students
themselves.
In preparation for this ambitious endeavour, this
report presents a summary of key findings from
a pilot study that was implemented in mid-2017.
This includes compelling insights into the youth’s
educational qualifications and funding, their
employment circumstances, their job readiness and
their favourite brands.
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UNDERSTANDING SOUTH AFRICA’S YOUTH
We conducted a pilot study in preparation
for launching the largest student survey
ever conducted in Southern Africa. This pilot
study painted an interesting and insightful
picture regarding the different experiences
of South Africa’s youth and students
in relation to education, employment,
spending, consumption, and brand
preferences.

The people surveyed for this pilot study resided
predominantly in urban centres, but Voices
Unite will be more far-reaching and so more
representative of the youth in South Africa.

We surveyed …

45%

55%

38%

62%

1425
people

Aged 18-34

“young students”

Currently studying
full-time or part-time

Graduated
after 2015

38%

12%

60%
(848)

Graduated
before 2015

Hadn’t any
tertiary education

Aged 35+

“older students”

40%

11%

Currently studying
full-time or part-time

3%

Graduated
after 2015

55%

Graduated
before 2015

31%

Hadn’t any
tertiary education

(577)

41%

9%

Voices Unite will explore questions such as…

Why are there more young female students than male students? Do women experience a higher
degree of access to tertiary education or are men just more discouraged to pursue a tertiary education?
Is this a result of efforts to increase the presence of women in the tertiary education space?
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EDUCATION

QUALIFICATIONS

(full sample - comparing “young” and “older”)

Access to education is one of the more pertinent
topics of debate in South Africa, which has been
brought even more to the fore since the advent of
the #FeesMustFall movement. Access to education
involves a myriad of factors such as funding,
accommodation, transport, living expenses,
acceptance procedures, proximity to tertiary
institutions, language of instruction, and many
more. From the pilot study, we have gathered
information on four aspects related
to education, namely: qualifications, funding
schemes, funding security and accommodation.
This has provided answers to questions such
as: what are the most popular methods of paying
for one’s tertiary education?

Is funding easier, or more secure, for some
groups of people than others? What are the
shortfalls of certain funding schemes? What
sort of qualifications and accommodations
does the youth prefer?

Voices Unite will explore questions such as…

Why do “young” South Africans prefer to study for a Bachelor’s degree, as opposed to a diploma?
Do students and graduates want to differentiate themselves from other job seekers and the way to do that
is to get at least a Bachelor’s degree? Or do Bachelor’s degrees prepare students for the workplace better
than other qualifications?

The most popular
academic qualifications
among students and
graduates

Degree

Diploma

38%

38%

Aged 18-34
“young students”

Degree

Diploma

50%

19%

Aged 35+
“older students”
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Which graduates feel their education prepared them for the workplace?
Masters Degree

56%

Honours Degree

46%

Bachelor’s Degree

44%

Post Graduate Certificate

16%

Honours Degree

58%

PhD Degree

57%

Masters Degree

56%

Bachelor’s Degree

47%

Diploma

30%
Young graduates (18-34 sample)

39%
satisfaction

46%
satisfaction

33%

Older graduates (35+ sample)

In total, the average level of satisfaction with how their education prepared
them for work among the “young” population is only at 39%.

In total, the average level of satisfaction with how their education prepared
them for work for the “older” population is at 46%.

Young graduates who stated that work experience was compulsory for the
completion of their studies.

Voices Unite will explore questions such as…

Why is it that the youth of South Africa feel less prepared by their education for work than the older
population? Is the quality of education decreasing or are jobs more demanding, in general?
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EDUCATION

FUNDING SOURCES

(“young” sample)

848

“young” students and
graduates provided answers on
their funding schemes:

19%

14%

22%

25%

37%

Study Trust

Bursaries/
Scholarships

Worked

Study Loans

Parents/
Families

6,6%
Partial Bursaries:
Tuition &
accommodation

Full Bursaries:

7,5% Tuition, accommodation
& living expenses

9%
Loan with bank/
company

16%

Loan with
NSFAS*

* National Student Financial Aid Scheme

Voices Unite will explore questions such as…

The most popular method of funding one’s tertiary education is to have one’s parents/family pay for tuition,
but what does this mean for those whose parents/family cannot afford to pay for their studies? Are there
enough safety nets like bursaries, scholarships, or student loans for those whose parents cannot pay for their
tuition? On the other hand, are there enough work opportunities for students opting to work in order to pay
for their studies? Are students choosing/being forced to work to pay for their own studies?
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EDUCATION

FUNDING SECURITY

Enough funds to cover
their tuition fees, at
the very least

59%

Enough funds for
tuition and living
expenses

32%

(“young” sample)

15%

Will have to drop out
due to insufficient funds
to cover tuition

41%

Unsure/anxious that they
won’t be able to cover their
fees and/or living expenses

Aged 18-34

“young students”

32%

50%

39%

Full
Bursaries

Partial
Bursaries

44%
Parents/
Families

It is expected that when a student does not have
to pay for his/her education, he/she should feel
more secure in terms of funding. However, the
results show that some external funding schemes
provide more security than others. NSFAS seems
to provide less security to recipients than a study
loan from a bank/company or a scholarship. Why
is that? Why does NSFAS, the national studentloan aide, not provide security to its recipients? Do
the loan amounts just not cover all the expenses
of a student? Is the process of receiving money
difficult? What are other loans and bursaries doing
right that NSFAS is not?

27%

Full
security

Insecure about
funding and/or
expenses

26% Only funding
security

Funding

15% insecure might

have to drop out
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NSFAS
recipients

Full security

12%

Funding insecure
might have to
drop out

40%

Insecure about
funding and/
or expenses

33%

37% of those
who had to work
felt anxious
about not
having enough
funds
23% of those
who had to work
had to drop out
due to a lack of
funding

EDUCATION

FUNDING SECURITY

(full sample- comparing “young” and “older” sample)

By the looks of the results, the youth of South Africa is experiencing high levels of insecurity in terms
of funding for their tertiary education. This can be one of the many explanations for the explosion of
the #FeesMustFall movement, which seeks to bring about reform so that students may have access to
free education in RSA. Coincidentally, the pilot study also gathered data on people’s perceptions of the
#FeesMustFall and we found that:

Support
#FeesMustFall

50%

1425

28%

Against
#FeesMustFall

22%

Neutral on
the matter of
#FeesMustFall

people
surveyed

60%

21%

Support
#FeesMustFall

Against
#FeesMustFall

Aged 18-34
“young students”

Participated in protests
for or against the
movement

11%
9%

36%
Support
#FeesMustFall

Participated
in protests for
or against the
movement

39%

Aged 35+

Against
#FeesMustFall

“older students”
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EDUCATION

ACCOMMODATION (“young” sample)

Another one of the many things one has to account
for when going off to study at a tertiary level is
accommodation. What types of accommodation
does the youth of South Africa opt for/prefer?
What does access to accommodation look like for
students? Are students forced to choose a certain
type of accommodation due to their circumstances
or are all types of accommodation available to
students from all walks of life?

Voices Unite will explore questions such as…

Is funding easier, or more secure, for
some groups of people than others?
What are the shortfalls of certain
funding schemes? What sort of
qualifications and accommodations
does the youth prefer?

8%

9%

12%

17%

54%

Rented a house/
flat/room alone

Resided in offcampus residences,
(student communes/
commercial student
housing)

Rented a house/
apartment/
room with other
people

Stayed at
on-campus
residences

Stayed at
home

Aged
18 - 21

848

19%

students
aged 18-34

What about accommodation preferences
across gender and age lines?

57%

6%

50%

11%

19%

Aged
30 - 34

Why is it that females seem more likely to stay at home than
males? Why are females also renting alone less than males?
Does this have something to do with our societal constructions
of the role of women in our society? Are females themselves
less inclined to leave their home? If so, why? Are the parents
and families of women the ones who prevent them from
leaving home during their studies? Do women feel threatened
in South Africa and thus do not want to move out and rent
a place by themselves? Or are more renting opportunities
afforded to men? Access to accommodation and the process
of securing accommodation across gender lines is an important
topic of discussion and research if we are to provide quality
accommodation to the youth of South Africa, while keeping in
mind the need for gender equality in all aspects of life.

Voices Unite will explore questions such as…

It may seem unsurprising that older students and graduates did not stay at a student-specific accommodation, but rather
stayed at home or rented a place. Yet, depending on one’s point of view, this can present an opportunity for some. Why
is it that student accommodations are less popular the older one becomes? Do older students feel out of place in a
student commune? Are older students wealthier, in general, and thus do not mind paying higher costs to rent? Are there
student accommodations that take into account the different needs of older students, as opposed to younger students?
Is there an opportunity for an organization/institution to provide student accommodation for older students?
12
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EMPLOYMENT

(“young” sample)
Voices Unite will explore questions such as…

In our pilot study, we also conducted some
research on the youth’s employment situation.
While the pilot sample was skewed towards
employed youth, there were some very
interesting results.

Employed
full-time

Employed
part-time

Self-employed

So what does the true employment distribution look
like for the youth of South Africa? Are there certain
categories of students and graduates who experience
higher employment rates? How does the presence of
graduate programmes affect the employment of the
youth in certain industries? Which fields do and don’t
offer sufficient grad programmes?

66%

848

88%

13%

Employed

8%

12%

youth
surveyed

Unemployed

Why do those with postgraduate studies experience higher full-time employment rate? Is the South African job market
demanding more qualified people? Are postgraduate degrees needed in order to secure a job in South Africa? Where
does this leave the youth that cannot afford to study for 1, 2, or 3 extra years after doing his/her Bachelor’s degree?
Voices Unite will explore questions such as…

What does this gender imbalance in the employment sector mean? Why are there more women students in the
sample, but still less women employees? The obstacles faced by women in terms of employment is definitely a topic
that deserves further exploration so that South Africa can be a society that is more equal across gender lines.
In what types of jobs are the youth becoming involved?

9%

9%

IT/
Administrative/
Telecommunications
Clerical

22%

25%

37%

37%

Accounting/
Finance/
Auditing

Education/
Training

Engineering

Government

The popularity of IT/Telecommunications jobs is aligned with the global trend of the increasing advancement and
penetration of technologies, especially technologies in the fields of information technology and communications.
With each passing year, the amount of people using computers and smartphones increases exponentially.
Voices Unite will explore questions such as…

Are employers and future employers making sure that the relevant hiring and grad programme information is available on
online platforms? Are they making use of the ever-growing consumption of the Internet and computers to capture the youth?

Is information on
graduate programmes
available on online job
searching platforms?

93%

62%

59%

37%

Owns a
smartphone

Profile on online job
searching site

Linkedin
profile

Registered with
recruitment agency
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BRANDS & PRODUCTS
So, what brands do South Africans like? What are
their favourite kinds of sales? What products do
they own or purchase regularly?

BRANDS

(full sample)

Out of

1425

Favourite Brands

Least Favourite Brands

people

surveyed and the 500+ identified
brands, we found that:

6.1%

5.7%

5.3%

4.31%

4.6%

4.26%

4.3%

3.8%

4.1%

3.65%

3.4%

3.6%

2.9%

Regardless of student categories, age, sex, salary and employment status, these remain the most popular
and unpopular brands in our sample. The positions of the brands listed above change slightly, but the above
combination of brands remains the same.

Over

90%
of people
have
smartphones

GOVERNMENT

Samsung was ranked higher than
Apple as a favourite brand.

but 3 of the most disliked brands are telecom companies.
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Government itself, government
entities, government employees
and SOEs were mentioned 364
times as least favourite brands.
11.38% of all responses to this
question related to the South
African government.

BRANDS & PRODUCTS

SALES

(full sample)

When asked whether they prefer “buy 1 get 1 free” deals or price reductions, there was a clear preference,
without any significant differences across sex, age, student category, employment status or salary.

Buy 2, get 1
free deals

27%

1425
people

73%

Reduction
on price
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BRANDS & PRODUCTS

Have a short-term
insurance product
(STIP)
Have long-term
insurance products
(LTIP)

FINANCIAL PRODUCTS

52%

61%

31%

64%

Aged 18-34

“young students”

Have a banking product,
which also does not
change depending
on age, sex, student
category, or employment.

92%

Earns more than
R 20 k

Have long-term
insurance products
(LTIP)

Aged 35+

59%

people

Have medical
aid

Have a short-term
insurance product
(STIP)

“older students”

1425

80%

(full sample)

35%

Have medical
aid

Have medical aid, which
is a value that does not
deviate regardless of
age, student category or
gender.

Earns less than
R 20 k

Voices Unite will explore questions such as…

What are the youth’s key drivers of product choice and brand across industries? Which industries do the
youth feel are ripe for disruption - new products, services and brands? How is online shopping evolving
within the youth demographic and what can be expected in the next few years?
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BRANDS & PRODUCTS

Have not shopped
online in the past 6
months

1425

36%

64%

people

65%

Young Women

CONSUMER HABITS

61%

Young Men

Aged 18-34 “young students”

(full sample)

Have shopped
online in the
past 6 months

60%

68%

Older Women

Older Men

Aged 35+ “older students”

34%

40%

15%

21%

30%

37%

Eat out more
frequently than they
eat at home

Purchase event
tickets regularly,
regardless of their
sex, age, race or
employment

Buy branded
clothing regularly,
which doesn’t
deviate despite
gender or age
differences

Have made use
of cab services
in the past 6
months
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BECOME PART OF THIS GROUNDBREAKING YOUTH-FOCUSED INITIATIVE
We are looking for academic, corporate and organisation
partners to work with us to make Voices Unite a reality.
Access insight-driven
research reports
on a wide array of
youth-related topics,
including industryspecific insights.

Benefit from
questions customized
to your specific areas
of interest to help
guide your future
strategies.

Bolster your
company/organisation’s
involvement in youth
development and
be part of a gamechanging initiative.

Find the Information Pack at www.inonafrica.com
Contact us at VoicesUnite@inonafrica.com / +27 (0)11 027 4027
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