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Executive Summary 
Post-apartheid South Africa has made a remarkable transfor-
mation in advocating for the fi eld of Science, Technology, En-
gineering and Mathematics (STEM).  However, progress in 
addressing gender gaps through policies and programmatic 
interventions seems slow.  The perpetual underrepresenta-
tion of women in STEM, emanating mostly from unequal 
access to training opportunities remains elusive. This STEM 
gender diversity defi cit requires urgent strategic response 
and investment to transform the workplace for the benefi t 
of broader society. Leaving women behind in the STEM rev-
olution robs the economy of the largest labour force capable 
of increasing production and services.  

South Africa has several policies that address gender in-
equality, yet Black females are underrepresented in key 
fi elds, such as the STEM fi eld. Policies, such as the National 
Development Plan (NDP) 2030, the National Gender Policy 
Framework (2000), the Department of Science and Inno-
vation (DSI) and the Department of Higher Education and 
Training (DHET) policies, Basic Education and Language in 
Education Policies and current policies applied various gov-
ernmental departments, such as the Department of Higher 
Education and Training (DHET), the Department of Science 

and Technology (DST), and the Department of Women, 
Youth, and Persons with Disabilities (DWYPD) are aimed at 
addressing gender inequality. However, their effectiveness 
remains elusive. 

This policy brief highlights some of the critical policy and leg-
islative options that could be implemented to fast-track the 
redress of the gender diversity defi cit that exists in STEM. 
It also considers the spatial location of the most excluded 
and marginalised young women who are most deserving of 
access to the STEM academic and industry space. 

Policy context  
There are still many obstacles to overcome, especially for 
women of colour, despite government initiatives to boost 
the number of women in STEM professions. Black women 
struggle to obtain resources that are essential for success in 
STEM fi elds, such as mentorship, fi nancial assistance, and 
expert advice (Macnamara, 2024). Even with the existence 
of regulations supporting gender equity, many women face 
challenges accessing career opportunities, mentorship, and 
specialised training in STEM fi elds without the right kind 
of support. Black women STEM graduates are the lowest 
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in the country in provinces like Limpopo and the Eastern 
Cape where this problem is particularly prominent (QLFS 
Q1,2024; Maluleke, 2024). The lack of resources and op-
portunities in these areas emphasises the need for more 
focused initiatives to ensure that all women, irrespective of 
background or geographical location, have equitable access 
to STEM education and professions.

Although there has been an increase in the number of wom-
en studying STEM degrees over time, there is still a sig-
nificant gap between different racial groups. White women 
continue to be overrepresented in STEM disciplines com-
pared to their Black colleagues. This imbalance is a result of 
historical factors such as economic disparity, limited access 
to high-quality education, and social preconceptions that 
discourage Black women from pursuing careers in science 
and technology (Mkhize, 2022; Idahosa and Mkhize, 2021). 
Furthermore, young people are unable to learn in their na-
tive tongue, which is essential for comprehending complex 
concepts in the STEM fields, due to the current systematic 
academic practices that are centrally planned against decol-
onisation (Macnamara, 2024; Chauke, 2022).

To achieve the NDP 2030 target, there is a need to review 
and revise existing policies, simplify access, and provide 
adequate support to improve women’s engagement in the 
STEM field through the revision and amendment of current 
policies. This would significantly improve the likelihood of 
meeting the NDP 2030 vision.

Research Approach and Method
This policy brief emerges from an in-depth analysis of exist-
ing data sources, including strategies, annual progress re-
ports, other official publications of the relevant entities and 
respective policies and strategies. It is from the in-depth 
synthesis and analysis of these select documents that es-
sential and unique knowledge, insights, and dynamics have 
been appreciated.  

Results and policy implications   
Gender inequality in South Africa
With affirmative action programmes and regulations, like 
the National Gender Policy Framework, South Africa has 
made immense strides towards achieving gender equality. 
But there is still a significant amount of embedded gen-
der discrimination, particularly among Black women. Only 
5,2% of Black African women have degrees, which is atyp-
ical when compared to the 28,6% of white South African 
women who hold degrees, according to the Fact Sheet on 
Educational Attainment, 2024 and Sikhosana, Malatji and 
Munyoro, 2023.

The difference is even more noticeable in STEM fields. Re-
search shows that in South Africa, only 28,5% of female 
students obtain degrees in STEM fields. This is exacerbated 
by widespread cultural assumptions that deter women from 
pursuing these disciplines given the perception that they 

are dominated by men (Chauke, 2022; Idahosa and Mkhize, 
2021). A sizable percentage of South African women are 
confined to household or informal jobs, which limits their 
ability to participate in more formal, well-paying fields like 
STEM.

Particularly noticeable gender disparities can be observed 
in rural regions like Limpopo and the Eastern Cape. Spa-
tially, the extreme rate of unemployment is manifesting in 
these provinces because of decades of limited access to 
high-quality education.  Black women are disproportionately 
represented in these regions, where unemployment rates 
for women exceed 40% (Labour Force Survey, 2024). The 
historical and socioeconomic background of the nation is a 
major source of structural inequality, which is reflected in 
the lack of access to formal employment opportunities, par-
ticularly in STEM fields. 

The impact of inequality on Black women in 
Limpopo and the Eastern Cape
Among the poorest provinces in South Africa are the East-
ern Cape and Limpopo. In these areas, prejudice against 
Black women is multifaceted, based on factors such as 
gender, race, and geographical location. In Limpopo, com-
pared to 25% of men in the same region, only 10% of Black 
women participate in STEM programmes at Technical and 
Vocational Education and Training (TVET) institutes (Chauke, 
2022; Labour Force Survey, 2024). The Eastern Cape pre-
sents an even more severe scenario, with even fewer wom-
en enrolling in STEM-related programmes.

According to a study conducted at a remote TVET college in 
Limpopo, economic factors, including high unemployment 
rates and the perception that STEM-related occupations are 
unattainable, substantially contribute to women’s unwilling-
ness to pursue these fields. The survey also discovered that 
cultural preconceptions (socialisation) still exist, with many 
women believing that STEM areas are more suited to men, 
which adds to the underrepresentation of women in these 
sectors (Chauke, 2022; Labour Force Survey, 2024).

Furthermore, long-standing infrastructure challenges, such 
as limited access to technology and a dearth of educational 
materials, also hinder women’s access to school in Limpopo 
and the Eastern Cape. The National Development Plan 2030 
states that addressing these disparities are essential to fos-
tering national development. However, the policies in place 
fail to provide Black women in these remote provinces with 
the assistance they need., 

Recommendations and policy solutions 
Inclusive educational policy
The necessity of gender mainstreaming in all areas is em-
phasised by the current Gender Policy Framework (2000). 
The ongoing gender disparities in STEM education and em-
ployment, however, demonstrate how inadequate the cur-
rent policies are to address the difficulties Black women in 
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rural provinces like Limpopo and the Eastern Cape face. The 
intersection of race, class, and geography cannot be suffi-
ciently addressed by the framework, which advocates for 
gender equality (Chauke, 2022; Idahosa and Mkhize, 2021). 
With vocational (TVET) and community education training 
being rolled-out, especially in rural areas, girl-children should 
be encouraged to enrol in technical fields (smart speciali-
sations) so that they can enter the labour-market in larger 
numbers and provide mutual support to each other.

STEM coaching and mentorship
The statistics that are provided clearly indicate that policy 
changes are required. To include specific initiatives for rural 
women in regions like Limpopo and the Eastern Cape, the 
current strategy should be amended. One way to encour-
age young girls to pursue STEM areas is through mentor-
ship programmes and financial support for Black women 
pursuing STEM education (Schultz and Rankhumise, 2023; 
Chauke, 2022; Idahosa and Mkhize, 2021). This initiative 
should encompass a broader public awareness campaign 
which is led by prominent women who are senior executives 
in leadership positions in the STEM industry landscape. This 
will spark interest among many young girls encouraging 
them to seek more information and identify the STEM fields 
that they are excited about.

Fourth Industrial Revolution inspired school-
ing curriculum and infrastructure
Taking advantage of the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR), 
practical technology must be utilised in enhancing the mod-
ern classroom (online classrooms) to demonstrate the value 
of STEM fields in education, especially in rural areas. They 
would align with the provisions of the National Gender Pol-
icy which aims to address the lack of infrastructure in rural 
areas. Examples of these requirements include enhancing 
access to technology and internet services to allow the 
seamless transmission of information, thereby enhancing 
awareness among marginalised demographics. As recom-
mended by the NDP 2030, South Africa can close the gen-
der gap in STEM fields by addressing these shortcomings.

Targeted funding for STEM
To ensure continuous and sustained efforts in achieving the 
inclusion of youth women in the STEM space, as well as 
increased representation, academic institutions (basic and 
tertiary levels), must ensure that exclusively girl-child STEM 
financial aid is available and annually increased to optimise 
accessibility to opportunities. To build a solid foundation for 
the achievement of a truly equitable future, more invest-
ment should prioritise the girl-child in the deep rural areas, 
townships and those enrolled in historically disadvantaged 
institutions (HDI). With the 4IR, there are more STEM-re-
lated careers in artificial intelligence (AI), software develop-
ment technology, cyber security, digital business, coding, 
drone technology, mechatronics, telecommunications, bio-
medical sciences, etc., which are essential and attractive. 
Women are needed in all such fields.

Awareness on negative STEM socialisation
Alongside the above-outlined institutional programmes 
which will avail resources and infrastructure, there are fur-
ther ‘soft interventions’ that will need to be implemented. 
Given the historical stereotypes (cultural norms), limitations 
and exclusions, every opportunity should be taken to assure 
women that they are capable of and deserving of the op-
portunities presented in the STEM landscape. This social-
isation, involving growing awareness and confidence, will 
translate into the natural inclusion of women into the STEM 
industry and workplace.

Enabling and inclusive workplace: Govern-
ment-industry partnership
After enabling women to access training and work opportu-
nities, it is important for the government to partner with the 
employers in STEM industries. This partnership should aim 
to ensure that women feel welcome, empowered (upskilled 
and reskilled where necessary), and supported in achieving 
a balanced work-home life, providing them with greater ex-
posure to more development and leadership opportunities. 
Such collaborative actions would not only benefit the econ-
omy, but society as a whole.
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