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Abstract 

Assessing the labour market situation for young people is a critical area of research that has 
attracted the attention of scholars and policymakers globally. However, understanding the 
complexity of the labour market for youth, particularly in developing countries, requires a 
comprehensive, multidimensional approach. We address this need by developing a Youth 
Labour Market Index (YLMI) for South Africa, incorporating ten indicators that capture the 
unique youth labour market situation from various perspectives. Drawing on nationally 
representative data from the Quarterly Labour Force Survey for the period 2013-2023, the 
YLMI provides a nuanced understanding of the labour market for 15-35-year-olds, and further 
allows for the identification of variations in the labour market’s functionality for various 
subgroups of the youth population. The study reveals alarmingly low YLMI scores for South 
Africa and its nine provinces, which have decreased over time. Significant gender and rural-
urban disparities in the distribution of the YLMI scores are observed, and the YLMI scores 
exhibit an unequal spatial distribution, with lower values concentrated in provinces in former 
homeland areas. Further analysis reveals that the working conditions and education 
dimensions are the primary contributors to the low YLMI score, highlighting their role as major 
drivers of the underperforming youth labour market. Specifically, relative unemployment, skills 
mismatch, vulnerable employment, and lack of secondary education are the key indicators 
contributing to the low YLMI scores, with vulnerable employment being particularly critical. 
These results highlight that the South African labour market for youth is highly dysfunctional 
and has worsened over time. A defunct labour market entrenches inequality by contributing 
to further unemployment, pointing to an urgent need for policymakers to address the 
deteriorating situation. The YLMI provides a valuable tool for informing and targeting the 
necessary policies and interventions to promote a well-functioning labour market for youth.  
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1. Introduction 

Labour markets often perpetuate existing inequalities, further marginalising individuals and groups 

based on factors such as gender, race, socioeconomic status, and educational background (Kabeer, 

2012; Häusermann and Schwander, 2012; Rubery and Piasna, 2017; Gerber, 2022). The South African 

labour market is characterised by high levels of unemployment, precarious job security, and a 

significant wage disparity that disproportionately affects marginalized groups such as women, people 

of colour and young people (National Economic Development and Labour Council, 2023; Francis, 

Valodia and Webster, 2020; Mhlana, 2023; Jain et al., 2020; Inclusive Society Institute, 2023).  

Youth, defined as 15 - 35 years old in the South African context, are one of the most vulnerable groups 

in the South African labour market, with a labour force participation rate of 48.5%.1 This is considerably 

lower than the adult (36-64 years) labour force participation rate of 66.7%. Although approximately 

30.1% of young people are currently engaged in school or post-school education programmes and 

25.8% are employed, their relatively low overall labour force participation indicates that many young 

people are not economically active. This could be dueto various reasons, including a lack of job 

opportunities which can lead to discouragement, and caregiving responsibilities, especially among 

young females. Additionally, youth unemployment rates are alarmingly high, with the official 

unemployment rate at 46.8% and the expanded unemployment rate at 58.3%. These rates are 

significantly higher than the adult unemployment rates, which stand at 24.1% and 33.3% respectively. 

Additionally, about 10 million youth (46.4%) are not in employment, education or training (NEET).The 

majority of these NEET youth are unemployed (47.3% are searching unemployed and 22.9% are 

discouraged job seekers), and just under a third (29.7%) are inactive (i.e., ‘disengaged’ from the labour 

market). 

 

The high levels of youth unemployment are driven by a range of factors, including low levels of 

education and skills, in a labour market that rewards mostly higher levels of education (Hofmeyr, 

Branson & Leibbrandt, 2013; van der Berg et al., 2020; Mudiriza et al., 2021). However, even with higher 

levels of education, entry into the labour market is constrained, as 31.0% of youth with some form of 

tertiary education are strictly unemployed, and this increases to 37.4% for expanded unemployment. 

This seems to suggest a shortage of jobs, and also points to a mismatch between what the education 

system is producing (supply) and what firms require (demand). Addi�onal factors hindering young 

people’s engagement with the labour market are income poverty, transport constraints and 

 
1 The statistics presented in this introduction section have been derived by the authors using data from Statistics 
South Africa Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS), Quarter 1 of 2022. 
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connectivity issues – including high data costs and a lack of internet access, and the lack of access to 

social capital that could facilitate entry to the labour market.  

 

The fact that many young people are long-term, searching unemployed (Mudiriza and De Lannoy, 

2023), also means that youth face the significant cost of searching for a job, exacerbating existing 

financial inequalities (Graham et al., 2019; Inclusive Society Institute, 2023). In addition, young people 

who live in households where no or few members are employed are more likely to struggle to find 

employment, with this social exclusion further imbedding labour market inequalities, and vice versa 

(Inclusive Society Institute, 2023; Mitchell and Shillington, 2002). 

 

However, the labour market vulnerabilities experienced by young people in the country extend beyond 

those who are unemployed. Recent data reveals that among the relatively small number of youth who 

do have jobs, 5.6 million or 25.8%, a significant number are disproportionately represented in 

precarious occupations, which are characterised by low wages, poor working conditions, and a lack of 

job security. These include elementary workers (25.3%), service workers, shop and market sales 

workers (19.4%) and craft and related trades workers (10.7%).2 Informality in the labour market is one 

of the main drivers of often high levels of inequality in developing countries, as workers engaged in 

informal work earn substantially less than formally employed workers, and they are more vulnerable as 

they are not protected by the relevant legal and regulatory frameworks (ILO, 2018). The informality 

rate for young people in South Africa stood at 27% in 2022, which is similar to the rate among adults.3     

The high levels of youth unemployment and discouragement, alongside the disproportionate 

representation of young people in precarious occupations, perpetuate inequality in the labour market, 

 
2 In contrast, approximately 9.3 million (50.6%) adults aged 36-64 yearsare employed. However, similar to young 
people, a considerable proportion of adults also find themselves in precarious occupations, with 22.3% in 
elementary roles, 15.0% in services, shop, and market positions, and 10.9% in craft and related trades. Elementary 
occupations include sales and services occupations, shoe cleaning and other street services occupations, domestic 
and related helpers, cleaners and launderers, building caretakers, window and related cleaners, messengers, 
porters, doorkeepers and related workers and garbage collectors and related labourers. Service workers and shop 
and market sales workers includes personal and protective services workers, housekeeping and restaurant 
services workers, personal care and related workers, hairdressers, barbers, beauticians and related workers and 
protective services workers. Craft and related trades workers include extraction and building trades workers, 
building frame and related trades workers, building finishers and related trades workers and painters, building 
structure cleaners and related trades workers. The statistics are author’s own calculations using 2022 Quarterly 
Labor Force Survey, Quarter 1 data.  
3 When compared to other developing countries, South Africa's informality rates are notably lower. For 
example, several countries in Sub-Saharan Africa have informality rates of approximately 50% or even higher 
(e.g., Kenya at 79.1% and Rwanda at 73.4%), making South Africa stand out with a relatively low rate of just 18% 
(Grabrucker et al., 2018). This significant difference from its regional counterparts highlights the country's 
unique economic landscape. 
 



4 
 

and contribute to overall income inequality in the country (Wakefield, Yu, and Swanepoel, 2022; 

Melrose, 2012; Graham and Mlatsheni, 2015). It has been found that reducing unemployment is 

important for reducing inequality, to the extent that a 10-percentage point reduction in unemployment 

lowers the Gini coefficient by 3% (Anand, Kothari, and Kumar, 2016). A similar reduction in inequality 

achieved through government transfers would require a 40% increase in grant payments (Anand, 

Kothari, and Kumar, 2016).   

In recent years, the government has implemented several interventions to create jobs, reduce 

unemployment, and promote overall youth development in the country. The bulk of the interventions 

have been labour supply initiatives targeting the formal education system, post-school training, 

entrepreneurship, and job placement (see National Treasury, 2011; Cassim and Oosthuizen, 2014). 

Implementation of labour demand initiatives remains limited largely to public employment and 

deployment, including the Social Employment Fund. One prominent labour demand intervention that 

has been implemented is the employment tax incentive that came into effect in 2014, which 

incentivises firms to hire young people (Cassim and Oosthuizen, 2014; De Lannoy et al., 2020). Despite 

these efforts, labour market difficulties experienced by youth persist, suggesting that the policy 

interventions have not been effective in achieving their objectives.  

While the National Youth Policy for 2020‐2030 (NYP 2030), developed by the government in early 2020, 

alongside of the Presidential Youth Employment Intervention (The Presidency of South Africa, 2022), 

has the potential to address youth unemployment and promote overall youth development in the 

country (National Youth Development Agency, 2020), effective implementation of the proposals in the 

NYP 2030 requires a comprehensive understanding of various aspects of young people’s lives that affect 

their participation in the labour market. To help address this need, this paper proposes the 

development of a sub-national, youth-specific labour market index that comprises indicators that 

capture various aspects of young people’s lives which affect their participation in the labour market. 

The Youth Labour Market Index (YLMI henceforth) developed draws on the work of Renold et al. (2014), 

Pusterla (2015) and Kudrzycki et al. (2020). Using publicly available Quarterly Labour Force Survey data, 

the YLMI is calculated at the sub-national level for the period 2013 – 2022. The study provides rankings 

for each province based on the YLMI score to show how they compare across the country. Additionally, 

the index is decomposed to reveal the dimensions and indicators that have the greatest influence on 

the functioning of the youth labour market. Further disaggregations by geography and gender are also 

explored.  
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Overall, the study contributes to a better understanding of the challenges faced by young people in the 

labour market, and helps identify areas that require policy attention with the aim of reducing 

unemployment. The proposed Youth Labour Market Index (YLMI) has the potential to be a valuable tool 

in facilitating the design of effective sub-national interventions aimed at promoting the transition of 

young people from school to work, thus reducing inequality in the country. 

 

2. Literature review  
 

Assessment of the functioning of the local labour market is crucial for understanding economic 

development and requires a range of indicators capturing both the supply and demand side of the 

labour market to fully understand the dynamics at work.  Labour supply refers to the population that 

provides the labour input needed in the economy. Data on labour supply includes population size, 

structure and characteristics such as age, gender, occupation, educational level, and geographic 

location. Labour supply measures also include information on employment, unemployment, and 

individuals who are not part of the labour force. In contrast, labour demand refers to the entities that 

require labour input, where data includes information on the firms that provide employment, 

vacancies, productivity levels, and the costs associated with hiring. While household-level surveys are 

the primary source of supply-side information, firm-level surveys are the primary source of demand-

side information. Access to both data types is crucial to fully understanding the labour market situation. 

However, while household survey data is easily accessed, firm-level surveys are not easily accessible, 

limiting the scope of the existing literature on labour demand, and essentially leaving policy discussions 

to take place in an analytical vacuum.4 

 

A large body of international literature has documented the functioning of the labour market for the 

full population, as well as specifically for youth, using various labour market indicators derived from 

household surveys. For a detailed list of all these indicators, see Table A1 in the Appendix. The 

International Labour Organization (ILO) has taken the lead in developing these indicators by publishing 

a collection of 18 Key Indicators for the Labour Market (KILM) for the general population, including 

employment and indicators related to employment (status, sector, occupation and hours worked), the 

conditions of work (wages and working poverty), the characteristics of jobseekers, (education, and 

 
4 A few exceptions focussing on labour demand indicators do exist, including Saunders (2001), Edwards and 
Gustafsson (2013), and Baker and Ball (2018). These studies develop indicators for the full working population, 
such as the job vacancy ratio, job vacancy rate, job advertisement rate, job turnover rate, job intention rate, job 
matching rate, output, productivity, growth, industry characteristics (size and distribution of firms), job market 
trends (wages and conditions), and employment (levels and change). 
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labour productivity), and lack of work (ILO, 2015). Botelho and Da Silva (2019) consequently developed 

a set of 18 indicators characterising the Euro area labour market conditions. While the bulk of these 

indicators align with the 18 KILM by the ILO, several additions were introduced.  

 

A further group of studies developed indicators specific to young people. Using the school-to-work 

transition survey, the ILO published a set of 13 Key Indicators for the Labour Market (KILM) that 

specifically focus on youth aged 15 – 29 years (Elder, 2009). These indicators were further categorised 

into supply-side and demand-side measures. However, while categorised as demand-side indicators, 

these measures are derived from household surveys, and as such, they do not directly measure labour 

demand but serve rather as proxy indicators.  

 

The ILO further published a set of eight youth-specific indicators covering a wide range of aspects 

related to employment and unemployment, as well as characteristics of the youth labour force (Puerto 

et al., 2011). These indicators are categorised into three groups: mapping youth in the labour market, 

mapping employed youth, and linking the labour market with education. While the indicators 

developed by Elder (2009) and Puerto et al. (2011) are specific to youth, they reflect the 18 KILM 

indicators published by the ILO in 2015. Most notably, Elder (2009) introduced the vulnerable 

employment rate, which captures the precarious working conditions experienced by young people. The 

OECD too developed a scoreboard of 10 labour market indicators specific to youth aged 15 to 24 years 

(OECD, 2010). These indicators capture various dimensions of youth employment, unemployment, and 

educational attainment. While some of these are similar to those of the 13 KILM produced by the ILO 

(Elder, 2009), new indicators include the NEET rate and job vacancy rate.    

 

These studies offer valuable insights into the labour market conditions experienced by the general 

population and young people, however, their reliance on single indicators limits their ability to fully 

capture the complex and multifaceted nature of these conditions. To address this limitation, another 

set of studies emerged, which focuses on developing labour market indices that incorporate multiple 

indicators into a comprehensive labour market index (Renold et al., 2014; Pusterla, 2015; Kudrzycki et 

al., 2020; Bolli-Kemper, 2022). The indices aim to provide a more holistic understanding of the labour 

market conditions experienced by young people. Two key factors make an index more attractive than 

single indicators. Firstly, an index captures the complexity and multidimensional nature of labour 

market conditions experienced by young people. Secondly, an index can be decomposed into its 

individual components to identify the indicators with the greatest influence on the labour market 

conditions experienced by young people and how these change over time.  
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The index studies group the indicators into four main dimensions: activity state, working conditions, 

education, and transition. Activity state includes indicators that reflect the inactivity of youth; working 

conditions cover indicators on the quality of jobs; education includes indicators related to the education 

system and the skills level of job seekers; and transition comprises indicators capturing the ease of 

transition from education to work. Renold et al. (2014), Pusterla (2015) and Bolli-Kemper (2022) 

developed the KOF Youth Labour Market Index (KOF YLMI). This index combines a total of 12 indicators 

distributed across the four dimensions.5 Similarly, Kudrzycki et al. (2020) developed the Youth Labour 

Index for Low-Income Countries (YLILI). This index also integrates 12 indicators, grouped into three 

dimensions: transition, working conditions, and education.6 A detailed breakdown of these dimensions, 

along with their respective indicators, can be found in Table 1. Collectively, these studies make 

significant contributions to the field by providing comprehensive frameworks that capture the multi-

dimensional nature of labour market conditions experienced by young people. As a result, policymakers 

are empowered to formulate targeted interventions aimed at improving the overall well-being and 

labour market prospects of young people. 

 

Building on this literature, we develop a Youth Labour Market Index (YLMI) for South Africa at the 

provincial level. The YLMI can contribute to a better understanding of how the labour market functions 

for youth and help facilitate the design of interventions that can better support the transition of young 

people from school to work in South Africa.  

  

 
5 In the study, Bolli-Kemper, 2022) renamed KOF Youth Labour Market Index (KOF YLMI) to CES Youth Labour 
Market Index (CES YLMI).  
6 Kudrzycki et al. (2020) argue that the transition and working conditions dimensions contain indicators that best 
capture labour demand, while the education dimension includes indicators that best capture labour supply. 
However, as already explained, because the indicators in the transition and working conditions dimensions are 
derived from household surveys, these indicators are not direct measures of labour demand but are more 
accurately considered to be proxy indicators. 
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3. Dimensions and indicators of the Youth Labour Market Index for South Africa. 
  
Based on the reviewed literature, we identify four broad dimensions relevant for a youth labour market 

index: 1) activity state, 2) working conditions, 3) transition, and 4) education. The activity state, working 

conditions, and transition dimensions comprise proxy indicators for labour demand, while the 

education dimension consists of labour supply indicators. For each dimension, we include indicators 

that best capture the most important aspects of the South African youth cohort which influence their 

labour market participation, as summarised in Table 2.  

 

3.1 Activity state 
 

The activity state dimension captures the level of youth engagement, or the lack thereof, in the labour 

market. We utilise three key indicators: the strict unemployment rate, the expanded unemployment 

rate, and the NEET rate. The strict unemployment rate represents the proportion of youth within the 

labour force who are without work, available for work, and actively seeking employment. The expanded 

unemployment rate extends the strict definition and includes not only the strictly unemployed 

individuals, but also those who are discouraged and have stopped actively looking for work. The NEET 

rate captures the proportion of youth who are not engaged in any form of education, employment, or 

training. By examining these three indicators, we gain a more nuanced understanding of the activity 

state of the youth population. 
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Table 1: Dimensions and indicators of youth labour market indices 
 

Dimensions KOF Youth Labour Market Index Youth Labour Market 
Index for Low Income 

Countries 
 Renold et al. (2014) Pusterla (2015) Kudrzycki et al. (2020) 
Activity State *Unemployment rate *Unemployment rate  
 *Relaxed unemployment 

rate 
*Relaxed unemployment 
rate 

 

 *NEET rate *NEET rate  
Working Conditions Temporary worker rate Temporary worker rate Youth working poverty 

rate 
 Involuntary part-time 

workers rate 
Involuntary part-time 
workers rate 

Youth time-related 
underemployment rate 

 Atypical working hours rate Atypical working hours rate *Share of youth in 
informal employment 

 In work at risk of poverty 
rate 

In work at risk of poverty 
rate 

*Share of youth working 
in elementary 
occupations 

 *Vulnerable employment 
rate 

*Vulnerable employment 
rate 

*Youth vulnerable 
employment rate 

   Share of youth working 
in skilled agriculture, 
fishery and forestry 

Education Formal education and 
training rate 

Formal education and 
training rate 

*Share of youth with no 
secondary education 

 *Skills mismatch rate *Skills mismatch rate Youth illiteracy rate 
   Harmonised test scores 
Transition *Relative unemployment 

ratio 
*Relative unemployment 
ratio 

*Relative unemployment 
ratio 

 *Incidence of long-term 
unemployment rate 

*Incidence of long-term 
unemployment rate 

*Youth skills mismatch 
rate 

   *NEET rate 
Notes: * Denotes indicators common to our index. Like the ones developed by Renold et al. (2014) and Pusterla 
(2015), our index consists of four primary dimensions and shares seven of the 12 indicators. Similarly, Kudrzycki 
et al. (2020) employed three dimensions, and our index again includes seven of the 12 indicators. 
 
 
 
  
3.2 Working conditions 
 

Working conditions relate to the quality and decency of employment opportunities available to young 

people; these conditions provide the context in which young people are employed. While having a job 

is important, the working conditions of that job are equally important in trying to understand how well 

a labour market functions for youth.7 Existing evidence shows that many young people are engaged in 

 
7 Workers can either be in standard employment, where a worker is employed by one employer on a full-time, 
permanent basis, receiving decent wages and benefits, and has access to and effective protection or in non-
standard employment also referred to as precarious work where a worker’s employment is temporary, informal, 
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precarious work, which is mainly part-time, temporary, casual, or informal (MacDonald, 2017; ILO, 

2020). This type of work lacks formal work arrangements such as a written contract, job security, 

benefits, social protection, and decent pay. Young workers in these jobs are highly vulnerable as the 

jobs are unstable and expose them to various economic risks. To assess the quality of young people’s 

working conditions, we use three indicators: the rate of vulnerable employment, the rate of informal 

employment, and the share in elementary occupations. Together, these indicators measure the extent 

to which employed young workers are vulnerable in the labour market. 

 

3.3 Transition 
 
The transition dimension captures the difficulty young people face in their move from school to work. 

In a stable and growing economy with a well-functioning labour market, the school-to-work transition 

involves a smooth integration of young people into productive and respectable work after completing 

their education. However, this transition is often complex and nonlinear, as young people may study 

while holding jobs, return to school after work, or start in irregular employment and then transition to 

regular employment (UNICEF, 2019). To capture the transition process, we follow the existing literature 

and use two indicators: the relative unemployment rate and the long-term unemployment rate. By 

examining these indicators, we can better understand the challenges and opportunities that young 

people face as they navigate the transition from school to work.  

 

 

 

 
part-time or casual in nature, lacking benefits or legal protections, and usually associated with low income 
(International Labor Organisation, 2016). 
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Table 2: Dimensions and Indicators for the Youth Labor Market Index (YLMI) for South Africa. 
 

Dimension Indicator Formula  
Activity 
State 

Unemployment rate – the number of unemployed 
youths (without work but currently available and 
seeking work) to the youth labour force. The 
higher the rate, the lower the YLMI, indicating a 
poor functioning labour market. 

Unemployed youth
Youth labour force(Employed + Unemployed)

∗ 100 

Expanded unemployment rate – the number of 
unemployed youths plus the number of 
discouraged youths to the youth labour force. The 
higher the rate, the lower the YLMI, indicating a 
poor functioning labour market. 

Unemployed youth + Discouraged youth
Youth labour force(Employed + unemployed + discouraged)

∗ 100 

NEET rate – the share of young people not in 
employment, education or training (NEET) in the 
total youth population. The higher the rate, the 
lower the YLMI, indicating a poor functioning 
labour market. 

NEET Youth 
Youth population

∗ 100 

Working 
Conditions 

Informal sector worker rate – the share of informal 
sector young workers in total youth employment. 
The higher the rate, the lower the YLMI, indicating 
a poor functioning labour market. 

Youth workers in informal employment
Total youth employment

∗ 100 

Vulnerable employment rate – the share of young 
workers who are self-employed and who help a 
household business without pay in total youth 
employment. The higher the rate, the lower the 
YLMI, indicating a poor functioning labour market. 

Self employed youth + Youth assisting household business
Total youth employment

∗ 100 

Elementary occupation rate – the share of young 
workers in elementary occupations8 in total youth 
employment. The higher the rate, the lower the 
YLMI, indicating a poor functioning labour market. 

Youth workers in elementary occupation
Total youth employment

∗ 100 

Transition  Relative unemployment ratio – youth 
unemployment rate (aged 15 to 35 years) to adult 
unemployment rate (aged 36+ years).9 The higher 
the rate, the lower the YLMI, indicating a labour 
market that functions more poorly for youth.  

Youth unemployment rate
Adult unemployment rate

∗ 100 

Long-term unemployment rate – share of youths 
who have been continuously unemployed for a 
year or more (52 weeks or longer) as a proportion 
of the total youth labour force (employed plus 
unemployed youths). The higher the rate, the 
lower the YLMI, indicating a poor functioning 
labour market. 

Youth unemployment longer than one year
Total youth unemployed

∗ 100 

Education Skills mismatch rate – the share of unemployed 
youth with a given education level to the share of 
employed youth with the same education level. 
The higher the rate, the lower the YLMI, indicating 
a poor functioning labour market. 

1
2
���

Employed youth with educ. 𝑘𝑘
Total youth employed

3

𝑘𝑘=1

−
Unemployed youth with educ. 𝑘𝑘

Total youth unemployed
�� 

No secondary education rate – the number of 
youths with no secondary education in youth 
population. The higher the rate, the lower the 
YLMI, indicating poor-functioning labour market. 

Youth with no secondary education
Youth population

*100 

Notes: NEET: not in employment education or training. 
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3.4 Education 
 
The education dimension describes the job seekers' education and skills and is captured using two 

indicators: the proportion of youth with no secondary education, and the skills mismatch rate. The 

proportion of young people without secondary education considers those young people who have not 

successfully completed matric (grade 12), as a proportion of all youth. The skills mismatch rate 

quantifies discrepancies between the share of unemployed youth with a given education level and the 

share of employed youth with the same education level. The latter serves as an indication of whether 

young people have acquired the necessary skills that employers demand. A high skills mismatch rate 

may imply that the existing education and training programs are not adequately preparing young 

people for the job market.  

 

4. Data and Methodology  
  
4.1 Data sources  
 
As discussed in the literature review section, both supply-side and demand-side indicators are required 

for a full understanding of the labour market. South Africa has various nationally representative 

household-level surveys conducted by Statistics South Africa (Stats SA), which gather supply-side 

information. These surveys include the October Household Survey (OHS), conducted annually between 

1993 and 1999, and the Labour Force Survey (LFS), which replaced the OHS and was conducted bi-

annually between 2000 and 2007. Data is also collected through the Quarterly Labour Force Surveys 

(QLFS), conducted since 2008, replacing the LFS. Other surveys conducted by Stats SA that contain 

supply-side information include the National Population Censuses for 1996, 2001 and 2011, the 

Community Surveys (CS) for 2007 and 2016, the General Household Surveys (GHS) conducted annually 

from 2002, and the Income and Expenditure Survey (IES) conducted every five years from 1995. The 

National Income Dynamics Study (NIDS) survey collects longitudinal supply-side information and has 

been conducted by the Southern Africa Labour and Development Research Unit (SALDRU) at the 

University of Cape Town every two years since 2008. 

 

 
8 Elementary occupations includes sales and services occupations, shoe cleaning and other street services 
occupations, domestic and related helpers, cleaners and launderers, building caretakers, window and related 
cleaners, messengers, porters, doorkeepers and related workers and garbage collectors and related labourers. 
9 The ratio of adult to youth unemployment is standardised using the Min-Max normialisation method (See 
Section 4.2 for more information).  
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Of these potential surveys, we selected to utilise the Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS) Quarter 1 

data, for the period 2013 to 2023.  In addition to being collected more frequently, the QLFS is 

considered the country's most reliable source of labour market information as it interviews the actual 

individuals on their labour market status, as opposed to using proxy respondents as the GHS does. Apart 

from standard demographic information, the survey collects information on individual education, 

employment status, occupation, and sector of employment, critical in profiling various aspects of the 

South African labour market. However, a major drawback of the QLFS is that information cannot be 

disaggregated to smaller, sub-provincial geographic levels. Analysis at the provincial level, which is a 

relatively higher level of aggregation, masks substantial variation in the functioning of the labour market 

at the small area level. Nevertheless, results at the provincial level remain significant in guiding the 

design of youth labour market interventions aimed at promoting youth employment. While provinces 

may be limited in their capacity to set policy on nationally held departmental responsibilities, there is, 

for instance, the possibility to think about offering additional services that could work towards change 

in relevant domains such as education. However, there remains a need for further research using 

alternative datasets such as the Census to provide a more fine-grained geographical analysis of youth 

labour market situations.   

  

4.2 Method 
 
A Youth Labour Market Index (YLMI) for South Africa is developed based on the labour market indicators 

presented in Table 2. The focus is on youth aged 15-35 years, a broader definition than the United 

Nations’ international definition of youth, which is 15-24 years (see United Nations, 2013). We adopt 

this broader definition of youth, as the broader age band is particularly relevant for the country, 

because many young people face complex and delayed transitions to independent adulthood (see 

National Youth Development Agency, 2020). 

  

To create a composite index, the indicators are standardised before grouping them into dimensions 

used for the final aggregation, to ensure comparability. Of the ten indicators, nine are expressed as 

rates and thus can be considered standardized, as their values range between 0 and 100%.10 The 

remaining indicator – relative unemployment – is a ratio of youth to adult employment, which is not 

 
10 However, even for indicators that are rates, Renold et al. (2014) suggested that such indicators should also be 
standardised because the values of most of the indicators are dispersed only in a small part of the spectrum. 
Renold et al. (2014) standardised each indicator on a scale of 1 to 7 using the following formulas: 

 𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 6 ∗ �𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖−𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 𝑚𝑚𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖
𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚−𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚

� + 1 for which a higher value is associated with a higher score and 𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = −6 ∗

�𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖−𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚
𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚−𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚

� + 7 for which a higher value is undesirable and should get a lower score. 
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standardised. We follow Kudrzycki et al. (2020) and use the Min-Max normalisation method to 

standardise the indicator in line with many other composite indicators in the literature (e.g. the 

Commonwealth Youth Development Index, the Human Development Index, the Global 

Competitiveness Index 4.0, among others). The normalisation converts the indicator into a unit-less 

score ranging from 0 to 100, allowing for comparability across all indicators. To achieve this, the 

standardised indicator is computed as follows: 

 

𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = �𝑣𝑣𝑣𝑣𝑣𝑣𝑣𝑣𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖−𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖.
𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖−𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖.

�.100 

 

where 𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 represents province 𝑟𝑟’s score for indicator 𝑖𝑖 from dimension 𝑑𝑑 at time 𝑡𝑡, ranging from 0 to 

100. 𝑣𝑣𝑣𝑣𝑣𝑣𝑣𝑣𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 is province 𝑟𝑟’s observed value for indicator 𝑖𝑖 from dimension 𝑑𝑑 at time 𝑡𝑡.  𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖. Is the 

value of indicator 𝑖𝑖 from dimension 𝑑𝑑 at or below which the score is 0 and 𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 is the value of 

indicator 𝑖𝑖 from dimension 𝑑𝑑 at or above which the score is 100. Since the relative unemployment ratio 

is not naturally bounded, to determine the 𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖. And  𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 values, we follow the KOF YLMI and give 

minimum and maximum values of 1 and 10, respectively (see Renold et al., 2014).  

 

All ten indicators are now measured on a scale of 0 to 100 and can be combined to create a composite 

index. However, prior to creating the index, we have to ensure that a higher score for a given indicator 

corresponds with a better outcome. Thus, in the case of indicators where a higher value reflects a worse 

outcome (all of the indicators except formal education and training rate), the scores become 100−𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖, 

so that 100 always represents the best outcome. Consequently, a higher score of any given indicator 

reflects that the labour market situation is more favourable and more efficient in integrating young 

people into the labour market.   

 

Furthermore, a weighting scheme which reflects the relative importance of each dimension and 

indicator in determining the overall functioning of the youth labour market is needed to combine the 

indicators into an index. Most empirical studies have applied equal weights, and to date, no theoretical 

insights exist to suggest an alternative weighting scheme (Bandura, 2008; OECD, 2008; Alkire and 

Santos, 2014). As such, an equal weighting scheme is applied here too, where each dimension is equally 

weighted, and each indicator within a dimension receives equal weight, as detailed in Table 3. Thus, we 

assume that each dimension of the index and each indicator within a dimension is of equal importance 

for the youth labour market in South Africa.11 This assumption is tested in the robustness section in 5.2.  

 
11 While indicators are weighted equally within a dimension, they are not equally weighted across dimensions as 
each dimension is comprised of a different number of indicators, as detailed in Table 3. 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11205-017-1832-9#ref-CR14
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11205-017-1832-9#ref-CR129
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Table 3: Weights of the Youth Labour Market Index (YLMI). 

Domain Indicator Weight of dimension Weight of indicator 

Activity State 1. Unemployment rate ¼ 1/12 
2. Relaxed unemployment rate  1/12 
3. NEET rate  1/12 

Working 
Conditions 

4. Informal sector worker rate ¼ 1/12 
5. Vulnerable employment rate  1/12 
6. Elementary occupation rate  1/12 

Transition 7. Relative unemployment ratio ¼ 1/8 
8. Long-term unemployment rate  1/8 

Education  9. Skills mismatch rate ¼ 1/8 
10. No secondary education rate  1/8 

     
 

The score for each dimension is computed as follows:  

 

𝑠𝑠𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑 = �𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖.𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖

𝑚𝑚𝑑𝑑

𝑖𝑖=1

 

 

where 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 is the score of dimension d for province 𝑟𝑟 at time t, 𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 corresponds to the weight 

attributed to indicator 𝑖𝑖 in dimension 𝑑𝑑 where ∑𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 1, and 𝑚𝑚𝑑𝑑 is the total number of indicators in 

dimension 𝑑𝑑 with a score different from zero. The YLMI for each year is derived by computing an 

arithmetic mean of the four dimensions as follows:  

YLMI𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡 = �
1
4

. 𝑠𝑠𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑𝑑

4

𝑑𝑑=1

 

 

The index ranges between 0, indicating a totally dysfunctional labour market, and 100, reflecting a fully 

functioning labour market. Following the Alkire-Foster methodology (Alkire and Foster, 2011), we 

decompose the index by dimension and indicator to determine the contribution of each to the overall 

index score. This decomposition is critical as it allows us to identify the dimensions and indicators that 

exert the most influence over the overall score. By pinpointing these influential dimensions and 

indicators, we gain valuable insights into the specific areas within the youth labour market that require 

attention and intervention. Furthermore, we disaggregate the index by geographic and demographic 

characteristics to further enhance our understanding of the performance of different regions and 

demographic groups within the labour market. The YLMI thus enables a comprehensive assessment of 

the functionality of the youth labour market, and it offers invaluable insights through decomposition 

by dimension/indicator, location, and demographic characteristics.   
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5. Empirical results 
 
This section presents an analysis of the trends observed in the YLMI for South Africa from 2013 to 2023, 

as well as an examination of the trends disaggregated by geographic location and gender. This 

comprehensive analysis allows us to better understand how the labour market performs for different 

subgroups of the youth population. 

  

5.1 Profiling YLMI in South Africa 
 
We start with an overview of each indicator over the period 2013 – 2023, as presented in the summary 

statistics in Table A2 in the appendix. While some indicators have changed slightly over time, there have 

been significant changes in crucial indicators such as the no secondary education rate, NEET rate, 

unemployment rate, long-term unemployment rate and informal worker rate. Firstly, notable progress 

has been made in improving the levels of education among young people as the rate of those without 

secondary education has significantly decreased over time. The percentage of young people with no 

secondary education decreased from 62.7% in 2013 to 52.8% in 2023. This substantial drop is 

encouraging, given that completing secondary education and attaining a post-secondary qualification 

significantly enhance employability in South Africa (van der Berg et al., 2020).  

 

However, the changes observed in indicators such as the NEET rate, unemployment rate, long-term 

unemployment rate, and informal worker rate indicate a concerning trend of labour market 

deterioration for young people in South Africa. For instance, in 2013, the youth unemployment rate 

was 35.3% by the strict definition and 47.9% by the expanded definition. By 2023, these rates had 

increased to 45.5% and 55.1%, respectively. Similarly, adult unemployment rates increased from 14.6% 

(strict) and 22.6% (expanded) in 2013 to 21.9% (strict) and 30.6% (expanded) in 2023. This means that 

a larger share of young people was unemployed compared to adults, as the strict youth unemployment 

rate was 2.4 and 2.1 times higher than the adult unemployment rate in 2013 and 2023, respectively. In 

addition, the long-term unemployment rate also increased significantly from 64.2% to 75.4% over the 

same period. The NEET rate increased from 37.6% in 2013 to 43.2% in 2023, while the informal 

employment rate rose from 22.9% in 2013 to 25.6% in 2023.  

  

National estimates of the Youth Labor Market Index (YLMI)   

Figure 1 plots the YLMI scores over the period 2013 – 2023 and depicts a youth labour market that has 

been consistently underperforming for youth for the past decade. The figure shows that the YLMI has 

remained persistently low, with a score of less than 18.0, for the past ten years. In 2013, the score stood 
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at 16.8 before increasing slightly to 17.0 in 2015. However, from there, it exhibited a steady decline, 

reaching 15.5 in 2022 before experiencing a modest increase to 15.7 in 2023. This trend highlights the 

challenges and shortcomings within the youth labour market over the examined timeframe.12 Overall, 

these findings point to a dysfunctional labour market situation for youth in South Africa, that has 

deteriorated over time.  

 

Figure 1: The YLMI for South Africa by year. 
 

 
Notes: Point estimates are weighted using person weights. 

Source: Own calculations using QLFS, Q1, 2013 – 2023 data. 
 

To better understand the complex and multifaceted nature of the labour market and how it functions 

for young people, we examine the contribution of each dimension to the overall Youth Labor Market 

Index (YLMI) score. Figure 2 presents the percentage contribution of each dimension to the overall 

index score over time, shedding light on the relative importance of each dimension. Despite assigning 

equal weights to the four dimensions of the index, the figure shows that the contribution of each 

dimension to the overall score is not equal. Specifically, working conditions and education emerge as 

the main contributors to the overall index score, accounting for over 30% and more than 25% of the 

total score, respectively, over the period. These scores exceed their assigned weights of 25%, indicating 

 
12 These scores are significantly low compared to the cross-country scores obtained by Kudrzycki et al. (2020) for 
a group of lower-middle and low-income countries, where 36.4 for Niger was the lowest score, and 86 for Ukraine 
was the highest score. However, we would caution against direct comparisons as our index incorporates slightly 
different dimensions and indicators.  
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that poor working conditions and low education outcomes are the major drivers of the poorly 

functioning youth labour market. On the other hand, the contributions of the remaining two 

dimensions, namely activity state and transition, exhibit minor variations over time, with their 

contributions consistently below their assigned weights of 25%. Thus, the impact of activity state and 

transition is less pronounced than that of working conditions and education. This finding is important, 

as it points at dysfunction on both the supply and demand sides of the labour market.  

Figure 2: Contribution of each dimension to overall YLMI 

 
Notes: Point estimates are weighted using person weights. 

Source: Own calculations using QLFS, Q1, 2013 – 2023 data. 
 

Figure 3 provides valuable insights by illustrating the percentage contribution of each indicator to the 

overall YLMI score over time, shedding light on their relative significance in shaping the youth labour 

market situation. It is important to note that, in a given year, the contribution of the indicators vary 

considerably, with some indicators accounting for as little as 4.5% and others as high as 18.0%. 

However, the contribution of each indicator remains relatively stable over time, with the greatest 

variation observed for long-term unemployment, which fluctuates by 2.5 percentage points.  

Acknowledging the differences in the indicator weights, it is worth noting that relative unemployment, 

skills mismatch, vulnerable employment, and no secondary education emerge as the biggest 
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contributors to the overall index score. 13 The contributions of these indicators exceed their assigned 

weights, highlighting their significant impact on the dysfunctionality of the youth labour market in South 

Africa. Notably, vulnerable employment proves particularly critical as it contributes significantly to the 

overall index score despite having a relatively low weight. 

Figure 3: Contribution of each indicator to overall YLMI. 

 
Notes: Point estimates are weighted using person weights. 

Source: Own calculations using QLFS, Q1, 2013 – 2023 data. 
 
 

In summary, the findings indicate that improving working conditions and education will have the 

greatest impact on promoting a well-functioning labour market for youth in South Africa. 

Disaggregation of the YLMI  

A unique feature of the YLMI is that it can be disaggregated by various subgroups to enhance our 

understanding of the performance of these different groups within the labour market. In this section, 

we will disaggregate the index by gender and geographic location.14 

 

 
13 The YLMI has some dimensions with three indicators and others with two, meaning that direct comparisons of 
the indicator contributions may be misleading due to differences in the weighting. See Table 2 for the weighting 
scheme. 
14 It is possible to further disaggregate the YLMI into smaller subgroups for more detailed comparisons, such as 
males and females, 15 – 24, in rural areas. However, each subgroup would require a recalculation of the YLMI 
based on the various indicator scores within that specific group. We leave this exercise to future studies which 
cangain deeper insights into specific subgroups of interest.. 
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Disaggregation of the YLMI by gender  

Figure 4 provides a gender disaggregation of the index, revealing a significant gender gap in the 

functioning of the youth labour market. In 2013, the index score for young females was 16.2, 7.4% 

lower than for young males, which stood at 17.4. Similarly, in 2023, the index score for young females 

was 15.4, indicating a 3.9% difference compared to the score for young males, which stood at 16.0.15 

These findings align with existing studies that consistently highlight substantial gender disparities within 

the labour market, wherein females face greater challenges than their male counterparts (Mosomi, 

2019; Schwidrowski et al., 2021). Despite a narrowing of the gender gap over time, the index score for 

female youth is consistently below the national average, while the score for male youth is above it. 

Furthermore, both young females and males experienced a steady decline in their index scores over 

time in line with the national decline. 

 

Figure 4: The YLMI by gender and year. 
 

  
Notes: Point estimates are weighted using person weights. 

Source: Own calculations using QLFS, Q1, 2013 – 2023 data. 
 
 
Overall, these results highlight the disadvantaged position that young females continue to face in the 

labour market. The potential reasons for this are numerous, ranging from social and cultural factors to 

 
15 A 95% confidence interval analysis shows that the observed gender gap is statistically significant throughout 
the entire period. 
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structural barriers and discrimination. While the YLMI does not include social or cultural factors as 

measures of labour market functionality, we can explore what indicators do drive the gender disparity. 

A decomposition of the index by dimension shows that working conditions and education contribute 

the largest to the overall index score for both male and female youths, accounting for at least 30% and 

25% of the total score respectively over the period (see Table A3 in the appendix). A further 

decomposition by indicator shows that relative unemployment, skills mismatch, vulnerable 

employment and no secondary education contribute the largest share to the overall index score for 

male and female youths, accounting for at least 10% of the total score over the period (see Table A4 in 

the appendix). These findings align with the national trends discussed earlier. 

  

Disaggregation of YLMI by geographic location   

 We disaggregate the index by geographic location next, specifically the rural-urban division and by 

province. The analysis in Figure 5, which disaggregates the index by the rural-urban division, highlights 

a significant labour market penalty for rural youth. 16 For instance, in 2013, rural youth had an index 

score of 16.1, 5.6% lower than their urban counterparts, who scored 17.0. Similarly, in 2023, the index 

score for rural youth decreased to 15.1, indicating a 5.3% disparity compared to urban youth, whose 

score stood at 15.9. These findings are consistent with existing evidence highlighting significant labour 

market inequalities between rural and urban areas, where urban regions consistently exhibit better 

outcomes (Ntuli and Kwenda, 2014; Rathi and Vermaak, 2018; Visagie and Turok, 2021). Despite the 

declining scores for both rural and urban youth over time, the persistent rural labour market penalty 

highlights the ongoing disadvantage rural youth face.  

 

A closer examination of the index decomposition by dimension reveals the key drivers behind the poorly 

functioning labour market for urban and rural youth. In the case of urban youth, the major contributing 

dimension is poor working conditions, which accounts for over 30% of the total index score (see Table 

A5 in the appendix). Conversely, the main contributing dimension for rural youth is poor education, 

which accounts for over 28% of the total score. Further decomposition of the index by indicator reveals 

that the poorly functioning labour market for both urban and rural youth is driven primarily by relative 

unemployment, skills mismatch, vulnerable employment and no secondary education (see Table A6 in 

the appendix).  

 

 
16 A 95% confidence interval analysis shows that the observed urban/rural differences are statistically significant 
throughout the entire period. 
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Figure 5: The YLMI by location and year 
 

 
Notes: Point estimates are weighted using person weights. 

Source: Own calculations using 2013 - 2023 QLFS quarter one data. 
 

Figure 6 shows the spatial distribution of the index score across provinces in 2013 and 2023. The darker 

red colour indicates higher scores, implying better functioning labour markets. The maps clearly show 

that the national average scores, which are already low, mask substantial disparities across provinces. 

The Western Cape consistently reports the highest index scores in both 2013 and 2023, indicating 

better labour market outcomes, while Mpumalanga in 2013 and North West in 2023 exhibited the 

lowest scores. Notably, the index scores are relatively lower in provinces in former homeland areas. 

The observed variation in the scores across provinces highlights the importance of disaggregating the 

index by location and the need for targeted, place-based policies rather than adopting place-neutral 

policies.  
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Figure 6: Spatial distribution of YLMI by province in 2013 and 2023 

 
Notes: Point estimates are weighted using person weights. 

Source: Own calculations using 2013 - 2023 QLFS quarter one data. 
 
  
Figure 7 shows a complete picture of the evolution of the index across provinces and over time.17 The 

index scores for most provinces gradually decreased over time, indicating deteriorating labour market 

situations for young people. However, the index scores improved slightly for most provinces in 2023. 

While the Western Cape has the highest scores and is ranked first for all the years, the scores and ranks 

for the other provinces changed over time. Whereas Mpumalanga was the lowest-ranked province in 

2013, North West was the lowest ranked in 2023. The observed changes in the provincial ranks almost 

every year points to volatile local labour markets. Despite some provinces performing relatively better 

than others, all provinces can be classified as having dysfunctional youth labour markets due to their 

low scores of less than 18. 

 

 

 
17 A table of the provincial scores can be found in Table A7 in the Appendix. 
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Figure 7: The YLMI by province and year 

 
Notes: Point estimates are weighted using person weights. 

Source: Own calculations using 2013 and 2023 QLFS quarter one data. 
 

Additionally, Figure 8 examines each dimension's contribution to each province's overall index score. In 

most provinces, working conditions and education are the two major contributors to the overall index 

score in both 2013 and 2023. However, working conditions and activity state are the two biggest 

contributors for the Western Cape. Notably, the contribution of working conditions and education 

exceeds their assigned weight of 25% for most provinces, underscoring their importance in influencing 

the functioning of the labour market for youth.  
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Figure 8: Contribution of each dimension to the YLMI by province in 2013 and 2023 

 
Notes: Point estimates are weighted using person weights. 

Source: Own calculations using 2013 and 2023 QLFS quarter one data. 
  

 

Figure 9 further disaggregates each province's index by indicator. The results demonstrate that while 

relative unemployment and skills mismatch are the primary contributors to the overall index score 

across all provinces, vulnerable employment, informal employment, and lack of secondary education 

also exert substantial influence over the overall index score across different provinces.  
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Figure 9: Contribution of each indicator to overall Youth LMI by province and year 

 
Notes: Point estimates are weighted using person weights. 

Source: Own calculations using 2013 - 2023 QLFS quarter one data. 
 

 

5.2 Robustness checks 
 
Acknowledging that the equal weighting scheme is subjective, it is important to conduct robustness 

checks using alternative weighting schemes to determine if the chosen weighting scheme significantly 

affects the results. Therefore, following Alkire and Santos (2014) and Frame et al. (2016), the YLMI is 

re-estimated using three alternative weighting structures, as outlined in Table A8 in the appendix.18 

The alternative weighting structures give 40% of the relative weight to one dimension and 20% to each 

of the remaining three. Rankings between provinces are derived for each estimation, including the 

original estimation with equal weighting. Finally, the rank correlation coefficients of the estimates are 

calculated to evaluate the level of association between alternative weighting structures. Higher 

coefficients indicate stronger associations between the alternative weighting structures.  

 

 
18 Of these studies, Frame et al. (2016) applied these three alternative weighting schemes for their robustness 
test in their calculation of the youth multidimensional poverty index for South Africa. 
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Table A9 in the appendix shows Spearman’s correlation coefficients between the provincial rankings 

derived from the YLMI with equal weights and those derived from the three alternative weighting 

schemes. The correlation between the equal weighting structure estimation and the three alternative 

structures is at least 0.8667, with Spearman’s coefficients ranging between 0.8061 (weights 2 and 3) 

and 0.9879 (Weights 1 and 2) for the alternative weighting schemes. These coefficients indicate that all 

the alternative weighting schemes are correlated.19  

 

These results demonstrate that while changes in the weights could affect the size of the YLMI score for 

each province, they would not significantly affect the relative positions of each province. The Western 

Cape remains the highest-ranked province, while Mpumalanga remains the lowest-ranked province. 

Thus, the rankings of the YLMI between provinces are robust when using alternative weighting 

schemes. 

 

6. Conclusion 
 
Young people in South Africa are one of the most vulnerable groups in the labour market. A large 

proportion of young people have limited or no job experience, low levels of education, and inadequate 

skills, which greatly restricts their employability. Even among those who manage to secure 

employment, many find themselves in precarious and informal jobs characterised by low wages and 

unstable working conditions, perpetuating a cycle of poverty and limiting upward mobility, and 

ultimately further entrenching inequality. The labour market challenges faced byyoung people in South 

Africa are further exacerbated by insufficient financial support, inadequate social safety nets, and 

intensified competition for scarce employment opportunities. To effectively tackle these multifaceted 

challenges, a comprehensive approach is required. 

There is, whowever, limited analysis of the multidimensional aspects inherent in the youth labour 

market. To bridge this knowledge gap, this study develops a Youth Labor Market Index (YLMI) to profile 

the labour market situation for young people aged 15-35 in South Africa. The index encompasses ten 

indicators grouped into four dimensions that capture the unique and multifaceted labour market 

situations experienced by young people. Drawing on nationally representative data from the Quarterly 

 
19 While the Spearman’s correlation coefficients of the alternative weighting schemes for 2014 - 2022 are not 
reported here, the coefficients of the different years also revealed high correlation of the alternative weighting 
schemes. 
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Labour Force Survey for the period 2013-2023, the YLMI provides a nuanced understanding of the 

functioning of the youth labour market in South Africa.  

The findings of this study reveal alarmingly low and decreasing YLMI scores over time, highlighting a 

highly dysfunctional and deteriorating labour market situation for young people. The index score began 

at 16.8% in 2013, experienced a slight increase to 17.0% in 2017, but gradually decreased to 15.5% in 

2022. Although there was a slight increase to 15.7% in 2023, this increase was not statistically significant 

at the 95% confidence interval. Further analysis of the YLMI decomposition by dimension reveals that 

working conditions and education are the two largest contributors to the YLMI, highlighting that these 

factors are the major drivers of the poorly functioning youth labour market in South Africa. Further 

index decomposition by indicator demonstrats that relative unemployment, skills mismatch, vulnerable 

employment, and lack of secondary education are key factors contributing to the poorly functioning 

youth labour market in South Africa, with vulnerable employment being particularly critical. 

The disaggregated results show significant disparities among various sub-groups of young people, 

highlighting notable variations in the functioning of the labour market for these sub-groups. The 

analysis reveals significant gender gaps, with the index score for young females substantially lower than 

that of young males throughout the period. The results highlight the disadvantaged position that young 

females continue to face in the labour market. The findings also reveal a significant labour market 

penalty for living in rural areas, with rural youth experiencing considerably lower index scores than their 

urban counterparts. Moreover, the results show a highly unequal spatial distribution of the index scores 

across provinces, with lower scores registered in provinces in former homeland areas. Similar to the 

national trend, all sub-groups of young people experience a worsening labour market situation as their 

index scores steadily decrease over time (the slight increase in 2023 is not statistically significant). 

Furthermore, the index decomposition by dimension and indicator highlight that different factors drive 

the poorly functioning labour market situation among the various sub-groups. 

The findings of this study carry significant policy implications and highlight the urgent need for 

policymakers to address the highly dysfunctional and worsening labour market situation for young 

people in South Africa. The results indicate the need to implement a combination of policies aimed at 

improving education, working conditions, and addressing specific challenges faced by different sub-

groups of youth to promote a better-functioning labour market. Expanding educational opportunities 

and enhancing educational outcomes, together with equipping young individuals with skills that align 

with job market demands, is crucial. Addressing concerns such as job security, fair wages, and adequate 

workplace safeguards can further enhance the labour market environment for young people. 

Policymakers should prioritise addressing specific challenges young people face, including high 
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unemployment, skills mismatch, vulnerable employment, and the lack of secondary education. This 

could involve expanding job training programs to align them better with job requirements and 

implementing apprenticeship programs to bridge the skills gap. It is also essential to implement labour 

market policies that support decent work for young people. Moreover, there is a need for targeted 

policies and interventions that address the specific labour market requirements and challenges faced 

by different sub-groups of youth, such as young woman and rural youth. 

In summary, the results presented in this study underscore the usefulness of the YLMI as a tool for 

informing and targeting policies and interventions aimed at promoting a well-functioning labour market 

for youth. The analysis of the YLMI, along with its decomposition by dimension and indicator, guides 

policymakers in addressing the most pressing challenges and needs faced by young people in the labour 

market. Additionally, the disaggregation of the YLMI by various sub-groups of youth enables the 

identification of the most vulnerable sub-groups, facilitating the effective allocation of resources 

towards those who need them the most. 
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Appendix 
 

Table A1:  Labour market indicators in the literature 

** indicates that the labour market indicators found in the study are specific to youth.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Study  Labour Market Indicators  
International Labour 
Organization (ILO), 2015 

Key Indicators for the Labour Market (KILM):  
Labour force participation rate, employment-to-population rate, status in 
employment, employment by sector, employment by occupation, part-time 
workers, hours of work, employment in the informal economy, unemployment, 
youth unemployment, long-term unemployment, time-related 
underemployment, inactivity, educational attainment and illiteracy, skills 
mismatch, wages and compensation costs, labour productivity, poverty, income 
distribution, employment by economic class and working poverty. 

Botelho and Silva, 2019 Aligned with the KILM but made some key additions:  
job separation rate, job finding rate, job vacancy rate, real compensation per 
hour, labour productivity per hour, and skills mismatch. 

Elder, 2009** Demand side:  
youth unemployment rate, the ratio of youth-to-unemployment rates, the youth 
employment-to-population ratio, the inactivity rate of youth, the discouraged 
worker rate of youth, the distribution of youth employment, the distribution of 
youth employment status, the vulnerable employment rate of youth, the share of 
time-related underemployed in total youth employment, the share of young 
workers engaged in excessive hours of work, and the wage or earnings of young 
workers (all these indicators are proxy measures as they are derived from 
household surveys).   
Supply side:  
the net enrolment rate at the secondary and tertiary levels, and the distribution 
of the youth labour force based on the level of educational attainment. 

Puerto et al., 2011** Indicators that map youth in the labour market:  
distribution of the youth population by primary activity, the youth 
unemployment rate, the relaxed youth unemployment rate, and the youth 
employment-to-population rate. 
Indicators that map youth in the labour market:  
the status of young workers in employment, youth employment by sector, and 
median earnings for wage and salaried workers. 
Indicator linking the labour market with education:  
educational attainment of the youth labour force. 

OECD, 2010** Scoreboard of 10 labour market indicators: 
youth unemployment rate, youth employment rate, share of temporary contracts 
in youth employment, share of part-time employment in youth employment, 
youth not in education, employment, or training (NEET) rate, share of youth 
underemployed (working part-time but desiring full-time work), youth labour 
market participation rate, youth job vacancy rate, youth long-term 
unemployment rate and youth educational attainment level. 
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Table A2: Summary statistics of the Youth Labour Market Index (YLMI) indicators by year 
 

 Activity state Transition Working conditions Education 
Year NEET rate unempl 

rate (Off) 
Unempl 

rate (Exp) 
Relative 
unempl 

rate 

Long-term 
unempl 

rate 

Vuln empl 
rate 

Informal 
empl rate 

Elem 
occup rate 

Skills 
mismatch 

rate 

No 
secondary 
educ rate 

2013 37.6 35.3 47.9 2.4 64.2 8.1 22.9 28.2 24.9 62.7 
2014 36.4 35.3 46.6 2.3 65.1 7.0 22.7 27.0 24.9 62.0 
2015 36.6 36.1 46.9 2.2 61.9 7.6 22.7 29.0 24.9 62.2 
2016 37.3 36.9 47.8 2.2 63.5 8.0 23.8 27.9 24.9 61.6 
2017 37.6 38.0 47.9 2.1 63.7 7.8 23.2 28.3 24.7 59.7 
2018 38.1 37.1 48.4 2.2 67.7 8.0 24.2 28.3 24.7 58.0 
2019 39.3 38.5 50.3 2.2 68.7 9.0 24.9 28.8 24.7 57.5 
2020 40.3 42.1 52.6 2.2 70.3 8.9 25.0 28.4 24.8 56.0 
2021 42.4 45.2 56.4 2.0 76.7 9.0 24.4 26.2 24.8 54.3 
2022 44.8 46.8 58.3 1.9 77.9 10.7 27.0 28.2 24.8 53.8 
2023 43.2 45.5 55.1 2.1 75.4 9.4 25.6 28.2 24.7 52.8 
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Table A3: Contribution of each dimension by gender 
  

Male Female 
year Activity 

State 
Working 

Condition 
Transition Education Activity 

State 
Working 

Condition 
Transition Education 

2013 21.2 30.6 21.9 26.3 23.0 29.1 22.7 25.1 
2014 21.4 30.8 22.1 25.7 23.2 29.3 22.4 25.1 
2015 21.1 30.4 22.9 25.6 23.0 28.9 23.1 25.0 
2016 20.8 30.9 22.6 25.7 23.0 28.8 23.1 25.1 
2017 20.9 31.0 22.9 25.3 22.7 28.9 23.3 25.1 
2018 21.1 31.3 22.0 25.5 23.1 29.1 23.0 24.9 
2019 21.1 31.2 22.3 25.4 22.5 29.4 22.8 25.3 
2020 20.3 31.7 22.3 25.7 22.1 29.9 22.8 25.2 
2021 19.5 32.8 21.9 25.8 21.4 30.8 22.3 25.5 
2022 19.3 32.5 22.3 25.9 20.8 30.5 22.6 26.0 
2023 19.4 32.8 22.4 25.3 21.8 30.3 22.4 25.6 

Notes: Point estimates are weighted using person weights.   
Source: Own calculations using 2013 - 2023 QLFS quarter one data. 
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Table A4: Contribution of each indicator by gender 

Female Youth 
year NEET Official 

Unemployment 
Expanded 

Unemployment 
Vulnerable 

Employment 
Informal 

employed 
Elementary 

Employment 
Long term 

unemployment 
Relative 

unemployment 
Skills 

mismatch 
No Sec 

education 
2013 7.3 7.9 6.0 11.9 9.8 8.9 6.1 15.8 14.5 11.8 
2014 7.5 7.8 6.2 11.9 9.7 9.2 6.2 15.9 14.3 11.4 
2015 7.5 7.6 6.0 11.8 9.8 8.8 6.5 16.4 14.2 11.4 
2016 7.4 7.5 6.0 11.8 9.9 9.1 6.3 16.2 14.4 11.3 
2017 7.4 7.4 6.1 11.9 10.0 9.1 6.4 16.4 14.4 10.9 
2018 7.5 7.7 6.0 12.1 10.1 9.1 5.4 16.6 14.7 10.8 
2019 7.5 7.6 6.0 12.1 10.0 9.2 5.5 16.9 14.7 10.7 
2020 7.4 7.2 5.7 12.3 10.1 9.3 5.3 17.1 15.0 10.7 
2021 7.3 7.0 5.3 12.4 10.5 9.9 4.2 17.7 15.2 10.5 
2022 7.2 6.9 5.2 12.4 10.4 9.7 4.0 18.3 15.5 10.5 
2023 7.2 6.8 5.4 12.4 10.6 9.8 4.8 17.6 15.3 10.1 

Male Youth 
2013 8.1 8.1 6.8 11.0 9.3 8.9 7.2 15.5 13.5 11.6 
2014 8.2 8.1 6.9 11.1 9.4 8.8 6.7 15.7 13.5 11.6 
2015 8.1 8.0 6.9 11.0 9.2 8.6 7.5 15.6 13.5 11.5 
2016 8.1 8.0 6.8 11.0 9.0 8.7 7.2 15.9 13.6 11.5 
2017 8.0 7.9 6.8 11.1 9.1 8.7 7.1 16.2 13.7 11.4 
2018 8.1 8.1 6.9 11.1 9.1 8.9 6.7 16.3 13.8 11.1 
2019 8.0 7.9 6.6 11.2 9.2 9.0 6.5 16.3 14.0 11.3 
2020 8.0 7.7 6.5 11.4 9.3 9.2 6.2 16.6 14.2 11.0 
2021 7.9 7.4 6.2 11.7 9.6 9.6 5.0 17.3 14.5 10.9 
2022 7.6 7.3 5.9 11.6 9.3 9.5 4.9 17.7 14.8 11.2 
2023 7.8 7.6 6.4 11.7 9.3 9.3 5.0 17.4 14.7 10.9 

Notes: Point estimates are weighted using person weights.   
Source: Own calculations using 2013 - 2023 QLFS quarter one data. 
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Table A5: Contribution of each dimension by urban and rural location 
  

Urban Rural 
year Activity 

State 
Working 

Condition 
Transition Education Activity 

State 
Working 

Condition 
Transition Education 

2013 23.2 30.8 22.0 24.0 20.4 26.7 23.5 29.4 
2014 23.4 30.9 22.1 23.7 20.7 26.8 23.1 29.4 
2015 23.0 30.2 23.1 23.6 20.6 27.8 22.8 28.8 
2016 22.7 30.7 22.7 23.9 21.0 27.1 23.5 28.3 
2017 23.1 30.6 22.7 23.6 19.7 27.8 24.1 28.4 
2018 23.3 30.8 22.3 23.6 20.1 28.0 23.4 28.6 
2019 23.0 30.9 22.4 23.8 19.7 28.2 23.3 28.7 
2020 22.4 31.4 22.3 23.9 19.1 28.5 23.6 28.8 
2021 21.7 32.5 21.7 24.2 18.4 29.4 23.5 28.8 
2022 21.4 32.1 21.9 24.6 17.6 29.5 24.1 28.8 
2023 22.0 32.1 21.8 24.0 18.1 29.1 24.1 28.7 

Notes: Point estimates are weighted using person weights.   
Source: Own calculations using 2013 - 2023 QLFS quarter one data.
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Table A6: Contribution of each indicator by urban and rural location 

Urban 
year NEET Official 

Unemployment 
Expanded 

Unemployment 
Vulnerable 

Employment 
Informal 

employed 
Elementary 

Employment 
Long term 

unemployment 
Relative 

unemployment 
Skills 

mismatch 
No Sec 

education 
2013 8.1 8.0 7.1 11.4 9.9 9.5 6.5 15.5 13.8 10.2 
2014 8.2 8.0 7.2 11.5 9.9 9.5 6.3 15.8 13.8 9.9 
2015 8.1 7.9 7.1 11.3 9.7 9.2 7.1 16.0 13.7 9.9 
2016 8.0 7.7 7.0 11.4 9.8 9.5 6.6 16.0 13.9 10.0 
2017 8.1 7.9 7.1 11.4 9.8 9.3 6.4 16.3 13.9 9.7 
2018 8.2 8.0 7.1 11.6 9.8 9.4 5.9 16.4 14.1 9.5 
2019 8.1 7.9 7.0 11.5 9.8 9.5 5.9 16.5 14.2 9.5 
2020 8.1 7.6 6.7 11.8 10.0 9.6 5.5 16.8 14.4 9.5 
2021 7.9 7.5 6.3 11.9 10.3 10.3 4.2 17.5 14.7 9.4 
2022 7.8 7.4 6.2 11.9 10.1 10.1 4.0 17.9 15.0 9.6 
2023 7.9 7.5 6.6 11.9 10.2 10.0 4.6 17.3 14.8 9.3 

Rural 
2013 7.3 8.1 5.0 11.5 8.3 6.8 7.3 16.3 14.6 14.9 
2014 7.4 8.1 5.1 11.3 8.3 7.2 7.1 16.0 14.5 14.9 
2015 7.5 7.8 5.4 11.5 8.9 7.4 6.8 15.9 14.4 14.4 
2016 7.4 8.2 5.4 11.3 8.4 7.4 7.3 16.2 14.3 14.1 
2017 7.3 7.3 5.2 11.5 8.7 7.6 7.6 16.5 14.5 13.9 
2018 7.2 7.7 5.1 11.6 8.6 7.8 6.5 16.9 14.7 13.8 
2019 7.2 7.5 5.0 11.8 8.8 7.6 6.3 17.1 14.8 13.9 
2020 7.2 7.1 4.9 11.9 8.6 8.0 6.5 17.1 15.1 13.7 
2021 7.1 6.6 4.6 12.3 9.1 8.0 5.6 17.9 15.4 13.4 
2022 6.8 6.5 4.3 12.3 9.0 8.1 5.6 18.5 15.5 13.3 
2023 6.9 6.5 4.7 12.4 8.9 7.9 5.6 18.5 15.6 13.1 

Notes: Point estimates are weighted using person weights.   
Source: Own calculations using 2013 - 2023 QLFS quarter one data. 
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Table A7: The YLMI by province and year 
 

Province National Eastern 
Cape 

Free 
State 

Gauteng KwaZulu-
Natal 

Limpopo Mpumala
nga 

North 
West 

Northern 
Cape 

Western 
Cape 

2013 16.8 16.5 16.3 16.7 16.7 16.8 16.2 17.1 17.2 17.5 
2014 16.9 16.7 16.3 17.0 16.8 16.9 16.0 16.9 16.8 17.4 
2015 17.0 16.6 16.6 16.9 17.0 16.6 16.6 16.8 16.9 17.8 
2016 16.8 16.8 16.4 16.5 16.7 17.4 16.5 16.7 17.8 17.8 
2017 16.8 16.7 16.3 16.6 16.3 17.3 16.5 16.7 17.2 17.5 
2018 16.6 16.3 16.3 16.4 16.3 16.6 16.0 16.7 17.0 17.6 
2019 16.4 15.9 16.0 16.3 16.0 16.6 16.1 16.5 16.9 17.5 
2020 16.1 15.9 15.9 15.9 15.8 16.1 15.7 16.0 16.8 17.4 
2021 15.8 15.4 15.0 15.6 15.6 16.2 15.5 15.4 16.0 17.0 
2022 15.5 15.4 15.6 15.0 15.5 15.6 15.1 15.3 16.2 16.9 
2023 15.7 15.8 15.6 15.4 15.4 15.5 15.4 15.2 17.0 17.0 

Notes: Point estimates are weighted using person weights.   
Source: Own calculations using 2013 - 2023 QLFS quarter one data.
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Table A8: Alternative weighting schemes 
 

 Equal weights Weights 1 Weights 2 Weights 3 
Activity state 25% 40% 20% 20% 
Working conditions 25% 20% 40% 20% 
Transition 25% 20% 20% 40% 
Education 25% 20% 20% 20% 
Notes: Point estimates are weighted using person weights.   
Source: Own calculations using 2013 QLFS quarter one data. 
 
 
 

 
  

   

Table A9: Spearman’s rank correlation coefficients 
 

 Equal weights Weights 1 Weights 2 Weights 3 
Equal weights 1 

   

Weights 1 1 1 
  

Weights 2 0.9879 0.9879 1 
 

Weights 3 0.8667 0.8667 0.8061 1 
Notes: Point estimates are weighted using person weights.   
Source: Own calculations using 2013 QLFS quarter one data. 
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