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Executive Summary

The current state of postgraduate unemployment within
South Africa has become an increasingly important area of
focus as it has a great impact and influence on the current
and future workforce of young adults within the country.
Postgraduate unemployment is particularly affecting young
adults (often Black) who have undergone and completed
their honours masters and doctoral education. Although
graduates from the sciences, technology engineering and
mathematics fields (STEM) are not entire exempted, their
situation is better.

Postgraduate unemployment within the South African con-
text is a multifaceted issue and challenge that requires an in-
depth analysis of the structural and institutional barriers that
are influencing and impacting graduates from securing em-
ployment. Some of the factors are of demographic nature,
where certain racial groups are highly affected then others.
The structural and institutional barriers have an impact and
influence on the policy context for postgraduate unemploy-
ment within South Africa. Again, graduates from previous-
ly advanced universities are not as affected as those who
graduated from the Historically Disadvantaged Institutions
(HDIs).

This policy brief reflects and highlights on the country's

broader socio-economic challenges, particularly those re-
lated to postgraduate education, labour market trends and
dynamics and the economic transformation of the country.

Introduction

Unemployment within South Africa is arguably one of the
most pressing challenges that impacts on the socio-eco-
nomic well-being and prosperity of the country. The pros-
pects and prerequisites of unemployment within South
Africa have been thoroughly and well researched as there
is evidence-based research and findings on the character
istics, indicators, influences and triggers of unemployment
within the general population. The sub-population of unem-
ployed post graduates requires a more in-depth analysis as
it is of concern that there is a population of graduates who
are unable to find employment upon the completion of their
qualifications that have been obtained through Higher Ed-
ucation Institutions (HDIs). Post graduate unemployment
within the South African context is a multifaceted issue and
challenge that requires an in-depth analysis.

This policy brief explores the structural and institutional na-
ture of the barriers that are negatively influencing and im-
pacting graduates from attaining and securing employment.



Policy context

Over the years, South Africa has seen a steady increase in
postgraduate enrolment and graduation rates within South
African higher institutions of learning. This has been part-
ly driven and motivated by policies designed and aimed at
expanding access to higher education. Policies such as the
National Development Plan (NDP) 2030 are key policy in-
struments. The NDP had set a target of increasing universi-
ty enrolment rates from 950 000 in 2010 to approximately
1.62 million by 2030, which is an estimated 70% increase. In
addition, preliminary research findings indicated that South
Africa had produced 28 PhD graduates per million popula-
tion per annum. This was found to be considerably low for
international standards and requirements. Therefore, the
NDP set a target of 100 by 2030. This would therefore result
in the increment from 1421 in 2010 to 5000 PhD graduates
in 2030 (Mohamedbhai 2022).

Research Approach and Method

This policy briefs emerges from an in-depth analysis of ex-
isting data sources such as 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 unigue knowledge, insights and dynamics had
been appreciation.
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Implications and Results
Based on their scope of their mandate, the Higher educa-

tion institutions (HDIs) in South Africa have been identified
as a pivotal tool and resource towards developing and pro-
ducing graduates that have been theoretically trained and
equipped to provide new knowledge bases and practices
that can be adapted and integrated into the world of work.
Higher education institutions have been further tasked with
the responsibility of producing graduates that will be suit-
able, capable and employable towards current and future
labour market trends and needs.

The Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) therefore have an
array of programmes that have been developed to teach
curriculum that will aid in achieving and sustaining employa-
ble graduates. These programmes are designed to train and
prepare students for current and future workforce develop-
ments based on trending economic indicators and labour
market forces. The practice of teaching and learning are con-
sidered as the two fundamental instruments of achieving an
educational workforce.

Amongst their key responsibilities is that (HEls) are re-
quired to develop and sustain high quality and standardised
education systems and qualifications that are locally and
globally competitive and aligned with 21st century skills
and needs. In order for educational institutions to be able to
produce and enhance the next generation of 21st century
skills there is a heightened need to bridge the gap between
the theoretical knowledge acquired by students and grad-
uates at HEl's and then transitioning that knowledge base
into practical, feasible and useable skills to solve challenges
in academia, government, public and private institutions,
and various other industries and sectors. In order to achieve
this there must be an integrated approach that develop an
"“interdisciplinary, personalised, inclusive, flexible, collabo-
rative and student-centred” educational system(s) that will
fit the current and future expectations of workforce needs
(Cookson 2009).



e The following section will analyse the supply ratio dy-
namics of postgraduate students who graduated pre and
post-covid 19.

e \Why specifically analyse postgraduate students supply
and demand ratios pre- and post-covid-19?

e The covid-19 pandemic brought about high levels of un-
certainty and unpredictability towards the High Education
Sector and its institutions.

e Furthermore, this uncertainty and unpredictability weighed
heavily on current and future postgraduate students and
whether they would / would not successfully complete
their current year of studies.

e This therefore requires an in-depth analysis in order to de-
termine whether this has had on impact on the supply
and demand ratios of postgraduate students.

The following graphs depict a 5-year analysis of the supply
of Honours Graduates from 2015 to 2019 at HEIs in South
Africa. The data indicates that there has been a steady in-
crease in the number of honours/HN Dip graduates from a
total of 24 331 in 2015 to 31 650 in 2019.

Figure 1. Supply of Honours/NH Dip Graduates
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(Author’s own illustration based on HEMIS)

There was a decline of honours graduates in 2019 where
the number of graduates declined from 32 449 in 2018 to
31 650 in 2019 which is a difference 799 honours students
who didn't graduate.

The following graphs depict a 5-year analysis of the supply
of Master’s Graduates from 2015 to 2019 at HEls in South
Africa. The data indicates that there has been an increase in
the number of Masters/Masters Dip Graduates from a total
of 11 936 in 2015 to 13 519 in 2019.

Figure 2. Supply of Masters/Masters Dip Graduates
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There was a slight decline of masters graduates in 2019
where the number of master’s graduates declined from
13 887 in 2018 to 13 519 in 2019, which is a difference of
368 master's students who didn’t graduate. Analyses from
HEMIS indicate that the honours and masters graduates al-
ready had a decline in 2019.

The following graphs depict a 5-year analysis of the supply
of Doctoral Graduates from 2015 to 2019 at HEIs in South
Africa. The data indicates that there has been a consistent
increase in the number of doctorate graduates from a total
of 2530 in 2015 to 3 345 in 2019.

Figure 3. Supply of Doctoral Graduates
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The data indicates that there had been no declines of doctor
ate graduates over the 5-year analysis. These findings there-
fore indicate that the target of increasing the number doc-
toral candidates and graduates is steadily being achieved



Proposed recommendations

The following have been identified as possible policy rec-
ommendations that could be considered towards address-
ing postgraduate unemployment within the South African
context.

e Developing integrated policies and partnerships with the
Department of Labour (Dol), Department of Higher Edu-
cation and Training (DHET) , the Sector Skills Authorities,
the National Skills Fund, private sector and other industry
stakeholders to increase the uptake and intake of intern-
ships during undergraduate enrolment years.

¢ Developing policies to strengthen the resources and sup-
port systems between the Dol, DHET and HEI's to have
information sessions and workshops on career trends,
mentorships and academic advising services.

e Improving current monitoring and evaluating frameworks
and regulations in order to improve the effectiveness of
academic programmes supplied by HEI's and DHET.

e Aligning postgraduate education with market trends and
needs: there needs to be strategic partnerships and inter-
ventions aimed strengthening the collaboration between
institutions of higher learning and industry analysts in or-
der to ensure the development of curriculum that is rele-
vant to industry needs and that is also adaptable towards
future orientated job requirements and skills.

Conclusion

As indicated above, unemployed is also occupational-
ly-based, where certain sectors are differently affected
than other. For this reason, isolation of the worst affected
sectors maybe needed so that interventions are tailored
to address the worst acted graduates so that short train-

ing intervention (top-up) to can place then in areas where
they will be empowered to match new employment needs
and tasks. Again, interventions should be adapted to direct
graduates to focus on aligning training interventions with
emerging occupations (future skill needs) as they are re-
ports in the Sector Skills Plans (SSPs) by the SETAs. What
is good with the SETA driven post-training is that it is inclu-
sive of unemployed and employed graduates. Overall, what
this says is that post-graduate employment cannot be ge-
neric, it should have a smart-specialisation-focus.
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