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Abstract

Despite various policies aimed at addressing youth unemployment in South Africa, it
continues to be a significant concern for many stakeholders in the country's labour market,
including academic researchers. This study investigates the socio-economic and individual
demographic factors associated with youth unemployment in the North West Province of
South Africa. Quantitative research methods, including an online survey, were employed to
gather data from a selected group of 250 unemployed youths in the North West Province.
Participants were males and females aged 19 to 34. The questionnaire was distributed
through various online platforms, such as emails, WhatsApp, and blog posts on websites.
The collected quantitative data were analysed using Pearson correlation analysis. The study
reveals that several factors significantly influence youth unemployment in the North West
Province, including a lack of work experience, insufficient training opportunities, a scarcity of
suitable jobs, limited social support, skills mismatch, job unavailability, lack of education and
training, and unfavourable economic policies. Additionally, a positive correlation was found
between psychological distress and youth unemployment, suggesting that unemployed
youths experiencing a lack of education and training, skills mismatch, and limited job
opportunities often suffer from psychological distress. The findings of this study provide
valuable insights for policymakers, development practitioners, employers, and educators,
emphasising the need for their engagement in creating policies aimed at improving youth
employment. The authors call for a better alignment of educational systems with labour
market needs and the promotion of inclusive economic policies to enhance job prospects for
young people in South Africa.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Background

Unemployment is a persistent global issue that presents significant challenges affecting the
political, social, economic, and demographic aspects of nations, especially in developing
countries (Demeke, 2022; Uslu & Tatli, 2024). Youth unemployment, in particular, has
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become a pressing concern worldwide, worsened by recent adversities such as the COVID-
19 pandemic and various political and regional conflicts. In 2024, the global youth
unemployment rate was recorded at 13.0%, with projections indicating a slight decrease to
12.8% in 2025 (International Labour Organisation [ILO], 2024). In South Africa, the youth
unemployment rate reached 44.6% in the fourth quarter of 2024, comparatively surpassing
the global average and the national average of 31.9% (Statistics South Africa, 2024). This
statistic highlights the increased vulnerability of South African youth in the labour market
(Ohlmann, 2022).

In the context of the South African policy framework, the National Youth Development Agency
(2020) defines youth as individuals aged between 15 and 34. After completing secondary
education, many youth in South Africa face a variety of choices that greatly affect their
prospects in the labour market (Ohlmann, 2022). The role of youth in the socio-economic
development of a nation is paramount. As future leaders and workforce, youth play a crucial
role in shaping the economic landscape and fostering social progress (Peace et al., 2024).
Their energy, creativityy, and adaptability are essential assets that drive innovation,
entrepreneurship, and productivity, significantly contributing to economic growth and
development (World Bank, 2019). However, a substantial portion of the youth population,
particularly those from low socio-economic backgrounds, continue to experience inadequate
educational outcomes, especially in essential literacy and numeracy skills necessary for
employment (De Lannoy et al., 2018).

Youth unemployment is one of the most pressing macroeconomic challenges that nations
worldwide seek to address and has been the focus of ongoing discussions (Turgut, 2021).
Youth unemployment is a considerable barrier to the socio-economic advancement of South
Africa, affecting both individuals and the nation as a whole (World Bank, 2025). South Africa's
youth unemployment rate is among the highest in the world (Statistics South Africa, 2023;
World Bank, 2021). Additionally, there are over 10 million youths aged 15-24 in South Africa,
of whom only 2.5 million are actively involved in the labour market, leaving a significant
majority of 7.7 million inactive and outside the labour force (Statistics South Africa, 2022).
Therefore, it is crucial to investigate the factors contributing to unemployment, particularly
among youth. Given the ongoing socio-economic changes that exacerbate youth
unemployment, continuous monitoring of this issue and the updating of relevant knowledge
among young individuals are essential (Bal-Domanska, 2022:1142).

Oyedemi and Choung (2020) attribute the high youth unemployment rate in South Africa to
several factors, including inadequate economic growth, insufficient skill levels, a lack of
higher education qualifications, and limited knowledge about job application processes.
Ebaidalla (2016) identifies additional factors contributing to youth unemployment, such as
demographic changes, educational attainment, wage levels, labour market policies, and
individual characteristics. De Lannoy et al. (2018) further emphasise that the persistently
high youth unemployment rate in South Africa is exacerbated by a lack of cohesive policy
design and implementation, sluggish economic growth, and insufficient skills related to the
fourth industrial revolution among the youth. From a microeconomic perspective, Uslu and
Tatli (2024) identify various socioeconomic variables—such as gender, geographic location,
educational level, skills, marital status, and work experience—as significant determinants of
youth unemployment.

1.2 Problem Statement

The youth in South Africa, especially in the North West Province, are facing significant
challenges when transitioning from education to employment. These challenges can be
largely attributed to various social factors, including a lack of social networks, relevant skills,
work experience, support systems, and available job opportunities (Habiyaremye et al.,
2022). According to De Lange (2023), key contributors to youth unemployment in South
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Africa include a mismatch between labour supply and demand, stringent requirements from
trade unions, and inadequate education and training that do not align with specific job
sectors, such as information technology, finance, healthcare, and engineering. The social
consequences of historical segregation in South Africa have further worsened the scarcity of
job opportunities, often leading to discrimination against certain groups. Additionally, the
COVID-19 pandemic has intensified these challenges, as numerous young individuals lost
their jobs due to company closures amidst difficult economic conditions (ILO, 2020).

Since the youth demographic constitutes a substantial portion of the population, South Africa
risks losing the potential contributions of this vital group. Hence, there is a pressing need to
investigate youth unemployment in South Africa to understand its characteristics, identify
contributing factors, and propose effective solutions. Currently, the literature examining the
socio-demographic factors influencing youth unemployment is notably limited. While some
studies have investigated youth unemployment in South Africa, they mainly adopt a
macroeconomic perspective, analysing the impact of variables such as real income per
capita, trade openness, inflation, foreign investment, producer price indices, and economic
growth rates on youth unemployment (De Lange, 2023; Duval et al., 2021; Flanagan, 2021;
Habiyaremye et al., 2022; Kanjere &, Choenyane, 2021; Khunoethe & Reddy, 2023).

The problem statement for this study is that it is not known what socio-economic and
individual demographic factors impact youth unemployment in the North West Province of
South Africa.

1.3 Research objectives

The purpose of this study is to examine the socio-economic and individual demographic
factors associated with youth unemployment in the North West Province of South Africa. The
research could assist policymakers in enhancing local government programs for tackling
youth unemployment. The structure of this paper is organised as follows: Section 2 reviews
relevant literature. Section 3 details the research approach employed. The findings of the
study are presented in Section 4. Managerial Implications are presented in Section 5
followed by the conclusion in Section 6.

2 Literature Review

2.1 Defining unemployment

Unemployment is a complex issue that can be understood through various definitions
(Avdullahi et al., 2022). The modern understanding of unemployment originated from
investigations conducted by the Works Progress Administration and the Census Bureau in
the late 1930s (Card, 2011). According to this definition, an unemployed individual is
someone who is not currently working but is actively seeking employment. Turgut (2021)
defined unemployment as a situation where individuals are searching for jobs and are willing
to accept the prevailing wage rate. The ILO (2023) defines unemployed individuals as those
who are eligible to work, are part of the active labour force, and are actively pursuing job
opportunities. The European Union further specifies that unemployment occurs when
individuals registered with labour force employment offices and support institutions are ready
to work but are unable to find employment.

In the context of South Africa, unemployment is defined using both broad and strict
measures. The broad definition states that a person is considered unemployed if they
express a desire to find work (Mohr, 2015). The strict definition specifies that "unemployed
persons are those who, being 15 years of age or older, are not engaged in paid employment
or self-employment, were available for such employment during the week preceding the
interview, and took specific actions to seek paid employment or self-employment in the four
weeks before the interview" (Mohr, 2015:400).




International Business Conference | IBC 01/2025

A critical aspect derived from the definitions of unemployment is the individual's willingness to
engage in work. Specifically, youth are classified as unemployed if they express a desire to
work and actively seek employment (Wright, 2021). In this study, unemployment refers to
individuals of working age (19-34 years) who are qualified to work, show a willingness to be
employed, and are actively searching for job opportunities yet are unable to secure
employment (Hayes, 2022; Statistics South Africa, 2008). Moreover, unemployment serves
as a significant indicator of a nation’s economic health. According to Hayes (2022), the most
common metric for assessing unemployment is the unemployment rate, calculated by
dividing the number of unemployed individuals by the total number of people in the labour
force.

2.2 Youth Unemployment in South Africa

Youth unemployment remains a significant challenge in South Africa, despite numerous
policy efforts aimed at improving job readiness and creating employment opportunities for a
growing number of young job seekers (Habiyaremye et al., 2022; Statistics South Africa,
2021). Various studies have been conducted to examine the characteristics of youth
unemployment, using data from multiple labour force surveys in South Africa from the advent
of democracy (De Lange, 2023; Duval et al., 2021; Flanagan, 2021; Habiyaremye et al.,
2022; Kanjere & Choenyane, 2021; Khunoethe & Reddy, 2023). Analysis of data segmented
by age group reveals that the unemployment rate, according to both narrow and broad
definitions, is highest among individuals aged 18 to 29. Habiyaremye et al. (2022:789) argue
that a primary factor contributing to the elevated unemployment rate among youth is the
rapid growth of the labour force, which has outpaced the economy's ability to absorb new
entrants. They further note that the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in the first quarter of
2020 further exacerbated this already critical situation, with youth unemployment rates
exceeding 70% for individuals aged 15 to 24, and surpassing 50% for those aged 25 to 34.

Although the graduate unemployment rate in South Africa is relatively low compared to other
educational levels, youth unemployment remains a significant challenge, regardless of
educational qualifications. In the first quarter of 2023, the unemployment rate for young
graduates aged 15 to 24 fell from 40.3% to 32.6% year-on-year. In contrast, the
unemployment rate for individuals aged 25 to 34 rose by 6.9 percentage points, reaching
22.4% (Statistics South Africa, 2023:8).

In South Africa, youth unemployment is particularly severe in rural regions, such as the North
West Province (Statistics South Africa, 2021). Most youths in rural areas are either unskilled
or semi-skilled, with only a minority holding tertiary education qualifications (Kanjere &
Choenyane, 2021). As a result, many of these young individuals are not actively participating
in the national economy and depend on government assistance to meet their basic needs.

2.3 Socio-economic factors influencing youth unemployment

Unemployment is linked to various socio-economic factors (Doku et al., 2019). Research
conducted in South Africa has predominantly identified skills mismatches, industrial
transformation, and educational attainment as major contributors to youth unemployment (De
Lange, 2023; Duval et al., 2021; Flanagan, 2021; Habiyaremye et al., 2022; Kanjere &
Choenyane, 2021; Khunoethe & Reddy, 2023; Tulcanaza-Prieto et al., 2023; Webb, 2021).
Bal-Domanska (2022) argues that youth unemployment is significantly influenced by
globalisation processes, the availability of job opportunities and necessary qualifications, as
well as periods of economic growth. Tulcanaza-Prieto et al. (2023) found that youth
unemployment in European Union member states is caused by a variety of factors, including
educational achievement, skill levels, job mismatches, demographic variables, cultural
influences, institutional frameworks, political contexts, and both passive and active labour
market policies.
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Moreover, Kuroishi et al. (2022) conducted research in Japan during the COVID-19
pandemic, which showed a significantly higher unemployment rate among the youth
demographic compared to older individuals. Several factors were identified as significantly
influencing unemployment rates, including marital status (specifically, being married to a non-
working spouse, bereaved, divorced, or single, as opposed to being married to a working
spouse), annual household income (below 6 million yen compared to over 10 million yen),
educational attainment (those with junior high school, high school, vocational school, junior
college, or technical school education versus those with graduate school education), and
employment type (temporary or contract employees or self-employed compared to
permanent employees).

2.3.1 Education

The connection between educational attainment and youth unemployment is well-
documented and often analysed in official statistics (Lahtinen et al., 2020). Higher education
is typically seen as a critical factor for securing favourable positions within the upper tiers of
the occupational hierarchy and for participating in knowledge-intensive careers, which help
advance a knowledge-based economy (Bal-Domarnska, 2022). Youth who are uneducated or
have only limited education face a higher risk of unemployment (Tulcanaza-Prieto et al.,
2023; Webb, 2021).

Research by Bal-Domanska (2020) across 28 European Union countries shows that the
unemployment rate among individuals aged 18 to 34 is significantly affected by their level of
education. The study found that graduates of tertiary education experience the lowest
unemployment rates, followed by those with secondary education, while individuals without
formal education face the highest unemployment rates.

Furthermore, Ryczkowski and Zinecker (2020) investigated gender disparities in
unemployment within the Czech and Polish labour markets. They concluded that young
women with higher educational qualifications are more likely to find employment compared to
their male counterparts. The study also reported that individuals holding a master’s degree
faced a 37% lower risk of unemployment in Poland and a 44% lower risk in the Czech
Republic.

Research by Tulcanaza-Prieto et al. (2023) shows that there is no direct correlation between
educational attainment and youth unemployment rates. Additionally, they found that
individuals aged 24 to 35 with higher academic qualifications were more likely to be
unemployed compared to their less educated counterparts, as many had only internship
experience or were limited to precarious employment conditions in the labour market. This
can be due to various factors, including overqualification for available positions, a mismatch
between skills and job market needs, or delayed entry into the workforce due to prolonged
education (Alimkhanova, 2025; Gad, 2025).

2.3.2 Place-based characteristics

The residential location is also a factor affecting youth unemployment, with rural areas
showing a higher likelihood of youth unemployment compared to urban settings (Tulcanaza-
Prieto et al., 2023). A geographic mismatch can arise when unemployed youth are reluctant
to relocate to areas with more favourable job prospects (Salas-Velasco, 2021). In specific
regional contexts, the proportion of youth within a particular location can play a crucial role in
determining youth unemployment rates (Pop et al., 2020). Lahtinen et al. (2020) identified
urban areas as being more significant than other locations, such as suburbs, townships, and
metropolitan regions, when it comes to economic resilience and, consequently, resistance to
unemployment.
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2.3.3 Job skills mismatch

Job skills mismatches occur when there is a discrepancy between the tasks individuals
perform and their educational qualifications and skill sets (Salas-Velasco, 2021). Na (2019)
elaborates that a skills mismatch reflects the gap between the skills learned through
education and those required by the labour market. This situation can be categorised into two
types: over-skilling and under-skilling. Over-skilling happens when an individual's abilities are
not fully used in their current role, while under-skilling occurs when the demands of a job
exceed a person's existing skills (Salas-Velasco, 2021). Additionally, skills mismatches can
arise when the educational background or skill set needed for a position is insufficient (Asai
et al., 2020). Na (2019) also notes the phenomenon of skill obsolescence, which occurs
when previously relevant skills become outdated in the current market context. This
highlights the connection between outdated skills and those that are in high demand today.

In today's rapidly evolving technological landscape, one significant challenge youths are
facing is the need to stay informed about the skills required in the market and to invest in
upskilling initiatives (Alkatheri & Al-Ghamdi, 2019). The ILO (2018) asserts that the modern
workplace is unique; youth who possess both adequate and in-demand skills can secure
suitable employment relatively easily. Conversely, many individuals across various nations
remain unemployed due to a lack of necessary skills or as a result of skills mismatches. Na
(2019) argues that unemployed youth who are undereducated—characterised by a low level
of education—often lack the technical competencies needed to succeed in the 21st-century
labour market.

2.3.4 Poor Economic Growth

Poor economic growth is recognised as a factor contributing to youth unemployment, with a
correlation between gross domestic product and unemployment rates (Mwakalila, 2023).
Kang (2021) investigated the factors contributing to youth unemployment in European Union
member states from 2000 to 2017, revealing that both business cycles and economic
conditions play significant roles. Research conducted by Papik et al. (2022) in Slovakia found
a strong positive correlation between youth unemployment and a country's economic growth.

Youth unemployment is particularly sensitive to fluctuations in business cycles, as youth
often have less work experience, lower educational attainment, and are frequently employed
in lower-skilled positions (Kang, 2021). A study by Lahtinen et al. (2020) in Finland revealed
that the unemployment rate among men is more responsive to economic cycles compared to
that of women. This disparity can be attributed to the differing industry compositions in male
and female occupations.

2.4 Theoretical framework

The human capital theory is applied to understand the socio-economic factors associated
with youth unemployment in the North West Province. According to this theory, individuals
are hired in the labour market based on their knowledge and skill set, which makes them
more competitive and productive (Tulcanaza-Prieto et al., 2023). Those who lack education
and work experience have a lower chance of finding employment compared to those who
invest time in academic and labour preparation (Alvi, 2022). The human capital theory
emphasises the roles of investment, education, labour reforms, and social factors in
influencing unemployment (Tulcanaza-Prieto et al., 2023). In contrast, individuals who lack
formal education and work experience face reduced employment opportunities compared to
those who have invested in academic and vocational training (Borjas, 2015).

Tulcanaza-Prieto et al. (2023) assert that a combination of economic, social, educational,
and demographic factors (including gender and race), family background (such as parental
education levels), and labour market conditions collectively affects the employment outcomes
of future generations. Helbling and Sacchi (2014) emphasise that the lack of work experience
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in the first year after completing education significantly decreases the likelihood of future
employment. The human capital theory encompasses various variables, including investment
in education, labour market reforms, and social determinants that influence unemployment
rates (Tulcanaza-Prieto et al., 2023). The human capital theoretical framework is relevant to
the current study as it provides a comprehensive perspective for policymakers to address
graduate unemployment by highlighting two interconnected dimensions influencing youth
employment: social and economic dimensions (Alvi, 2022). A summary of these dimensions
is illustrated in Figure 1.

Social dimension
- Educational level
- Job skills mismatch
- Field of study
- Competence level of youths
- Gender
- Age
- Population growth
- Poverty ( \
- Marital status
- Place of residence

Youth unemployment

Economic dimension
- Supply and demand
- Poor economic growth \ /
- Ineffective labour market
information
- Gaps in employment policies

Figure 1: Socio-economic factors influencing youth unemployment
Source: Author (2023)

3 Research Methodology

The research methodology involves various techniques and methods used in conducting
research (Mishra & Alok, 2017). In this study, a quantitative research approach was
employed. Bryman and Bell (2014) define quantitative research as the process of collecting
data in numerical form, which can be categorised, ranked, and measured using specific
units. The quantitative approach was deemed suitable for the current study as it allows for
the collection of data from a larger population.

3.1 Target Population and Sampling

The research population is defined as "the set or group of all units to which the research
findings are intended to be applied" (Shukla, 2020:1). It consists of individuals who share one
or more characteristics of interest that the researcher aims to investigate (Bryman & Bell,
2014). For this study, the population comprised all 22,922 unemployed youth in the North
West Province at the time of the research (Statistics South Africa, 2024).

A convenience sampling method was used to select the sample due to the accessibility,
availability, and willingness of the target group to participate in the study. Using the total
population of 22,922 unemployed youth in the North West Province, the necessary sample
size was determined using the Raosoft (2016) online sample size calculator, applying a 5%
margin of error, and a 95% confidence level. To meet the objectives of this study, a sample of
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378 unemployed youth from the North West Province was selected for participation. Out of
the 378 questionnaires distributed, 250 were returned, resulting in a response rate of 66.1%.
Similar studies on youth unemployment in South Africa have also used comparable sample
sizes; for example, De Witte et al. (2012) surveyed 381 unemployed youth across three
distinct areas in the North West Province: Potchefstroom, Promosa, and Ikageng.

The sample size was determined based on the following inclusion criteria:

¢ Employment status: Participants must be unemployed at the time of data collection.

e Age range: Participants must be between the ages of 19 and 34 years.

¢ Residency: Participants must reside in the North West Province during the data collection
period.

¢ Informed Consent: Participants must voluntarily agree to participate in the study and
provide informed consent before their involvement. Those who consented were then
asked to complete an online questionnaire.

3.2 Data collection

Data collection is defined as the process by which researchers gather accurate information
from the environment under investigation (Cooper & Schindler, 2014). An online
questionnaire was used to collect data aimed at identifying the socio-economic factors
associated with youth unemployment in the North West Province. The questionnaire was
distributed through various online platforms, including email, WhatsApp, and blog posts on
multiple websites. The survey link was initially shared with administrators of several
WhatsApp groups focused on employment-related topics. Participants were encouraged to
forward the survey link to acquaintances aged 19 to 34 who reside within the Ditsobotla
Local Municipality.

Additionally, the researcher provided the questionnaire link to the human resources
departments of the Ditsobotla Local Municipality, where human resource management acted
as gatekeepers due to their role in the recruitment process. These gatekeepers facilitated
distribution by sharing information about the study and posting the survey link on municipality
bulletin boards. Furthermore, the questionnaire link was displayed on bulletin boards at
several shopping centres within the Ditsobotla Local Municipality, making it accessible to
unemployed youth interested in participating in the study. This comprehensive approach
aimed to maximise participant recruitment. Respondents who had already completed the
questionnaire were advised to disregard any subsequent invitations. The survey remained
open for one month and required approximately 30 minutes to complete.

The questionnaire is organised into three sections:

Section A: Demographic Information: This section includes six items that gather
information about the respondents' demographic characteristics. The required information
encompasses age, home language, place of residence, employment history, highest level of
education, and marital status. Including demographic information, such as age and home
language, is justified for several reasons. Firstly, demographic data is essential for decision-
making, effective communication, stakeholder engagement, and understanding preferences
related to the adoption of interventions. Secondly, since this study focuses on socio-
economic factors and youth unemployment, incorporating demographic variables significantly
enhances the understanding of the socio-economic determinants influencing youth
unemployment in the North West Province.

Section B: Socio-economic Factors Associated with Youth Unemployment: This section
consists of 17 items adapted from the ILO (2018) school-to-work transition survey.
Respondents were instructed to evaluate each item using a five-point Likert scale, where 1
represents “strongly disagree” and 5 represents “strongly agree”.
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Section C: Psychological Distress Among Unemployed Youth: This section comprises
ten items adapted from the Experience of Unemployment questionnaire developed by De
Witte et al. (2010). It evaluates the emotional experiences, behaviours, and overall well-being
of unemployed youth. Respondents were asked to indicate the frequency of their emotional
experiences as unemployed individuals using a five-point scale, where 1 represents “strongly
disagree” and 5 represents “strongly agree”.

3.3 Data analysis

The quantitative data for this research were first recorded in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet
and then imported into the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 29.0
for detailed statistical analysis. The analytical procedures included descriptive statistics, such
as frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations, as well as inferential
statistical techniques, including Pearson correlation, analysis of variance (ANOVA), and
independent samples t-tests. The primary aim of these inferential analyses was to examine
the relationship between the independent variable (socio-economic and demographic
factors) and the dependent variable (unemployment). The results from these analyses were
presented systematically using graphical illustrations and tabular summaries. Additionally,
Cronbach's alpha coefficient was calculated to assess the internal consistency reliability of
the questionnaire items.

3.4 Ethics

Before participating in the study, participants were required to sign an informed consent form.
Ethical clearance (ethics number NWU-00710-23-A4) was obtained from the North-West
University. The researcher also obtained permission from the municipal offices in Coligny to
conduct the research before gaining access to the research site and approaching the
participants. Respondents were provided with a cover letter outlining the study's aims and
objectives, as well as contact information for those who could address any further inquiries.
Participation was entirely voluntary, and respondents retained the right to withdraw at any
time without facing adverse consequences. The study posed no physical risks, as it did not
involve any physical activities or experiments. Respondent’s personal information and their
contributions to the research will remain confidential. The research adhered to the Protection
of Personal Information Act 4 of 2013 (POPI Act), which stipulates the conditions under which
individuals may share their information, the types and extent of information shared, and
mandates transparency and accountability regarding the use of that information. The data
collected was used solely for research purposes.

4 Results and Findings

4.1 Demographic information

The results in Table 1 show the age distribution of the respondents who completed the
questionnaire. The largest group of respondents, making up 39.6%, were aged between 29
and 34 years, closely followed by those aged 24 to 28 years at 36.8%. A smaller proportion,
less than one-quarter (23.6%), fell within the 19 to 23-year age range. The relatively low
representation of respondents in the 19 to 23 age group may be due to many individuals in
this demographic still being engaged in educational pursuits (Kuroishi et al., 2022; Ohimann,
2022).

The results further indicate that 53.6% of respondents identified Setswana as their home
language, while 14.0% reported Afrikaans and 10.4% reported English as their primary
language. This predominance of Setswana speakers may reflect the study's geographical
context, as it was conducted in the North West Province, where Setswana is the dominant
language.
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Regarding current residence, over half (568.0%) of respondents live in townships, while 40.4%
reside in towns. A minimal number live in cities (1.2%) or suburbs (0.4%), with none residing
in metropolitan areas. In terms of unemployment duration, nearly three-fifths (58.4%) of
participants reported being unemployed for a period of 1 to 3 years, while 38.0% have been
unemployed for less than one year, and 3.6% have been unemployed for more than four
years. Regarding educational attainment, 29.6% of respondents possess a national diploma
or advanced certificate (NQF level 6), while 28.8% hold a bachelor's degree, advanced
diplomas, postgraduate certificates, or BTech qualifications (NQF level 7). Additionally, 15.6%
have a national senior certificate or national vocational certificate, and 16.4% possess an
honours degree, postgraduate diploma, or professional qualifications (NQF level 8).
Concerning marital status, the majority of repondents (73.2%) identified as single, while
22.4% reported being married.

Table 1: Demographic information of respondents

Per
Frequency | cent
(%)
19 — 23 years 59 39.6
24 — 28 years 92 23.6
Age 29 34 years 99 36.8
Total 250 100.0
Afrikaans 35 14.0
English 26 10.4
2. Home language Setswana 134 53.6
Others 55 22.0
Total 250 100.0
City 3 1.2
Town 101 40.4
3. Current place of | Suburbs 1 0.4
residence Township 145 58.0
Metropolitan area 0 0.0
Total 250 100.0
Less than 1 year 95 38.0
4. Years of unemployment 1-3 years 146 58.4
) 4 years and above 9 3.6
Total 250 100.0
No educational qualification 0 0.0
Primary school education 1 0.4
Grade 7 — 11 4 1.6
National Senior Certificate and
National (vocational) 39 15.6
Certificate
5. Highest level of education | Higher Certificates and
Advan_ced Natior!a_l 19 7.6
(vocational) Certificates (NQF
level 5)
National Diploma and
Advanced Certificates (NQF 74 29.6
level 6)
Bachelor's degree, Advanced 72 28.8

10
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Diplomas, Postgraduate

Certificate, and B-tech (NQ

level 7)

Honours degree, Postgraduate

diploma, and Professional 41 16.4

Qualifications (NQF level 8)

Total 250 100.0

Single 183 73.2

Married 56 224

. Divorced 8 3.2

6. Marital status Widow 2 0.8

Prefer not to say 1 04

Total 250 100.0

4.2 Constructs validity and reliability: exploratory factor analysis

To assess the socio-economic factors and psychological distress experienced by
unemployed youths, an exploratory factor analysis was performed. Principal Component
Analysis was used as the extraction method to clarify the underlying factor structure of the
constructs within the dataset. The Varimax rotation method with Kaiser Normalisation was
employed. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) Measure of Sampling Adequacy was applied to
evaluate the adequacy of the sample for each analysed construct, while Bartlett's Test of
Sphericity was conducted to assess the suitability of the data for factor analysis. After
identifying the factors, the reliability of these constructs was tested using Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient. A summary of the exploratory factor analysis and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients
for the various constructs and their associated items is provided in Table 2.

The results presented in Table 2 indicate that the KMO Measure of Sampling Adequacy for all
individual items in the dataset exceeds the recommended threshold of 0.50. Additionally,
Bartlett's Test of Sphericity yielded statistically significant results (p < 0.001), suggesting a
correlation among the variables within the examined constructs. An analysis of residuals,
calculated between the observed and reproduced correlations, revealed that 62 (51.0%) of
the non-redundant residuals had absolute values exceeding 0.05. This finding implies a good
model fit for the dataset, thereby validating the appropriateness of conducting exploratory
factor analysis for each construct. It is important to note that Item 10 from the socio-
economic factors construct and Items 3 and 10 from the experiences of unemployed youths
construct were excluded from the analysis due to their failure to meet the minimum criterion
of a primary factor loading of 0.50 or higher. All identified factors exhibited eigenvalues
greater than one, further supporting the validity of the factor analysis.

Within the socio-economic factors construct, three factors were identified based on the
eigenvalue criterion of being greater than one. The results of the KMO measure and Bartlett's
Test yielded values of 0.809 and p < 0.001, respectively. Collectively, these factors
accounted for 66.8% of the variance. Factor 1, which included items 3, 6, 8, 11, 12, 14, 15,
and 16, was designated as "Education and Training," demonstrating a reliability (internal
consistency) of 0.865 as determined by Cronbach’s alpha. Factor 2, comprising items 2, 4, 5,
and 7, was labelled "Employment Status," with a reliability of 0.717. Factor 3, which
encompassed items 1, 9, and 13, was termed "Access to Opportunities," showing a reliability
of 0.581. Since Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for the three factors exceeded the
recommended range of 0.50 to 0.70, their reliability was considered acceptable and
satisfactory.

In examining the experiences of unemployed youth, a single factor was identified based on
the eigenvalue criterion of being greater than one. This factor showed KMO and Bartlett's
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Test values of 0.901 and p < 0.001, respectively, and accounted for 76.7% of the variance.
The factor, which included items 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 9, was labelled "Psychological
Distress". The reliability (internal consistency) of these eight items, as assessed by
Cronbach’s alpha, was found to be 0.956. Since Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this factor
exceeded the recommended threshold of 0.50 to 0.70, the reliability was deemed both

acceptable and satisfactory.

Table 2: Exploratory factor analysis

Construct and items

KMO and
Bartlett's
Test

% of
Variance
explained

Factor loading

1

2

Cronbach’s
alpha

Socio-economic factors

0.809
(p < 0.001)

66.8%

Education and training

0.865

3. No suitable training
opportunities

0.595

6. Personal family
responsibilities

0.692

8. Difficult to find a job
related to your major
study of your choice or
profession

0.563

11. Lack of access to
information (i.e., lack of
access to newspapers,
etc.)

0.810

12. Unfavourable
employment conditions
(low pay, overwork,
exploitation)

0.602

14. Overqualified skills
influence finding a job

0.813

15. Lack of social
support systems

0.739

16. Unfavourable
economic policies

0.834

Skills mismatch

0.717

2. No work experience

0.805

4. Not enough suitable
jobs are available in my
area

0.563

5. Considered too young

0.653

7. Not yet started to
seek work due to a lack
of skills

0.721

Lack of opportunities

0.581

1. No education/
Unsuitable vocational
education

0.530

9. | am waiting for the

0.664
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busy season

13. Awaiting recall to
the former job (without 0.822
formal job attachment)
Experiences of 0.901
Unemployed Youths (p <0.001)
Psychological distress 0.956
1. Feelings of boredom 0.749
2'. D|ff|'culty in surviving 0.826
financially

4. Uncertain about the 0.854
future

5. Feel life is empty 0.922
6. I_=eel lonelier since 0.919
being unemployed
7. Have a conflict at
home

8. Decreased self-
worth/self-esteem
9. Loss of self-
confidence

76.7%

0.842

0.779

0.779

4.3 Correlation analysis

The Pearson correlation coefficient was used to evaluate the strength and direction of the
linear relationships among four identified factors: education and training (factor 1), skills
mismatch (factor 2), lack of opportunities (factor 3), and psychological distress (factor 4) (see
Table 2). The results of this analysis are presented in Table 3.

The findings indicate a weak positive correlation between skills mismatch and education and
training (r = .380, p < 0.01). This suggests that unemployed youth often lack relevant
experience due to insufficient education and training. This observation aligns with the
research conducted by Rahmani and Groot (2023), which shows that educational
qualifications and relevant work experience significantly influences youth unemployment.

Additionally, the analysis reveals a weak positive correlation between the lack of
opportunities and both education and training (r = .243, p < 0.01) as well as skills mismatch (r
= .442, p < 0.01). This indicates that unemployed youth face limited job opportunities when
they do not possess the necessary experience, along with appropriate education and
training. This outcome is consistent with findings from the World Bank (2022), which indicate
that inadequate education and training are primary contributors to youth unemployment in
the Democratic Republic of Congo.

Furthermore, the analysis shows a weak positive correlation between psychological distress
and several factors: lack of opportunities (r = .216, p < 0.01), education and training (r = .355,
p < 0.01), and skills mismatch (r = .243, p < 0.01). This suggests that unemployed youth who
have deficiencies in education and training, experience skills mismatches, or encounter a
scarcity of job opportunities are more likely to experience psychological distress. This finding
supports the conclusions of Achdut and Refaeli (2020), who demonstrated that
unemployment is linked to increased psychological distress.

Table 3: Pearson correlation coefficient

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4
Pearson 1
Factor 1 | Correlation
Sig. (2-tailed)
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Pearson o
Factor 2 | Correlation -380 1
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000
Pearson o ™
Factor 3 | Correlation 243 442 1
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000
Pearson N " ”
Factor 4 | Correlation 216 .355 243 1
Sig. (2-tailed) 0.001 0.000 0.000

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

4.4 One-way analysis of variance

To evaluate the significant differences in unemployment duration among participants based
on four identified factors—education and training (factor 1), skills mismatch (factor 2), lack of
opportunities (factor 3), and psychological distress (factor 4) (as shown in Table 2—a one-
way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted. The significance level was set at 5%. The
independent groups were categorised as follows: less than 1 year, 1 to 3 years, and 4 years
or more. The findings from the ANOVA are presented in Table 4.

The results indicate that significant differences exist among participants with different
durations of unemployment (less than 1 year, 1 to 3 years, and 4 years or more) concerning
education and training (F(2, 247) = 4.359, p = 0.014), skills mismatch (F(2, 247) = 95.693, p
< 0.001), lack of opportunities (F(2, 247) = 19.750, p < 0.001), and psychological distress
(F(2, 247) = 8.768, p < 0.001). These findings suggest that individuals with varying lengths of
unemployment are affected by different socio-economic factors and experience diverse
social impacts and levels of well-being.

Given the significant differences identified through the one-way ANOVA regarding education
and training, skills mismatch, lack of opportunities, and psychological distress among the
different unemployment duration groups, this study utilised the post hoc Tukey Honestly
Significant Difference (HSD) test to further examine the differences among the combinations
of the three groups. The results of the post hoc analysis are presented in Table 5.

The results of the post hoc HSD test presented in Table 5 indicate a statistically significant
difference (p < 0.05) in perceptions of skills mismatch, lack of opportunities, and
psychological distress among participants who have been unemployed for 1 to 3 years
compared to those unemployed for less than 1 year and those unemployed for 4 years or
more. This finding suggests that young individuals experiencing unemployment for 1 to 3
years have differing views from those who have been unemployed for shorter or longer
periods. Consequently, it can be inferred that youths who have been unemployed for less
than 1 year may not face the same social or psychological challenges as their peers who
have been unemployed for 1 to 3 years. This aligns with research conducted by
Habiyaremye et al. (2022), which shows that skills mismatch is a significant socio-economic
factor associated with youth unemployment in South Africa.

Table 5: One-way ANOVA test results

Sum of Mean

Squares i Square 7 Sig.
_ Between Groups | 55, 757 2 | 16237 | 4359 | 0.014
Education and 9
training Within Groups 9200.507 247 | 37.249
Total 9525.264 249
Skills mismatch Between Groups 1782.743 2 891.37 | 95.69 | 0.000
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1 3
Within Groups 2300.793 247 | 9.315
Total 4083.536 249
Between Groups 267.413 2 133.70 | 19.75 0.000
Lack of 7 0
opportunities Within Groups 1672.187 247 | 6.770
Total 1939.600 249
_ Between Groups | 914 918 2 | 4745 | g768 |0.000
Psychological 9
distress Within Groups 12886.506 247 | 52.172
Total 13801.424 249

*. The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.

Table 5: Post hoc test result of the difference between participants with different years
of unemployment

. Number of M_e an .
Construct Single group Difference | Std. Error | Sig.
groups (1-J)
Less than 1 1 -3 years 0.37707 0.80450 0.886
year 4 years and 6.26901* 2.12859 0.010
above
Education Less than 1 year | -0.37707 0.80450 0.886
and training | 1-3years 4 years and 5.89193* 2.09617 0.015
above
4 vyears and |Less than1year | -6.26901* 2.12859 0.010
above 1 -3 years -5.89193* 2.09617 0.015
Less than 1 1 -3 years 5.45797* 0.40231 0.000
year 4 years and 0.50058 1.06445 0.885
above
Skills Less than 1 year | -5.45797* 0.40231 0.000
mismatch 1-3years 4 years and -4.95738* | 1.04823 | 0.000
above
4 vyears and |Less than1year | -0.50058 1.06445 0.885
above 1 -3 years 4.95738* 1.04823 0.000
Less than 1 1 -3 years 1.63612* 0.34298 0.000
4 years and -2.62339* 0.90746 0.012
year
above
Lack ~  of Less than 1 year | -1.63612" | 0.34298 | 0.000
opportunitie | 1 _3 years 4 years and 425951 | 0.89364 | 0.000
above
4 vyears and |Lessthan1year | 2.62339" 0.90746 0.012
above 1 -3 years 4.25951* 0.89364 0.000
Less than 1 1 -3 years 3.04304* 0.95211 0.004
4 years and -4.79181 2.51914 0.140
year
above
Psychologic Less than 1 year | -3.04304* 0.95211 0.004
al distress | 1-3 years 4 years and -7.83486* | 2.48077 | 0.005
above
4 vyears and |Lessthan1year | 4.79181 2.51914 0.140
above 1 -3 years 7.83486* 2.48077 0.005
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*. The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.

5 Managerial Implications

The findings of this study have significant implications. Unemployed youth often face
challenges such as a lack of work experience, limited training opportunities, insufficient social
support, and unfavourable economic policies. To address these issues, both the public and
private sectors should implement non-school-based technical and vocational training
programs designed to help these individuals enter the labour market.

Although youth unemployment is influenced by various economic factors, investing in skills
development is essential for alleviating youth unemployment, decreasing poverty, and
improving the income levels of marginalised communities (ILO, 2018).

The study's results indicate that various socio-economic factors contribute to youth
unemployment, particularly the lack of suitable job opportunities and inadequate social
support. It is recommended that policymakers in South Africa promote entrepreneurship as a
viable solution. Young individuals should acquire technical, business, and life skills that go
beyond traditional business contexts. Even if these youths do not pursue entrepreneurial
roles, possessing such skills will benefit both employers and unemployed youth in the long
run.

Additionally, educational initiatives should focus on equipping young people with the
necessary skills to adapt to various economic circumstances, including changes in the
economy, climate, or societal structures. This adaptability will enhance their resilience in both
professional and everyday settings. Employer-sponsored youth employability initiatives can
serve as a valuable strategy for expanding talent pools, fostering access to innovative ideas
and skills, and preparing organisations for future challenges.

Facilitating youth entry into the job market is a pressing developmental challenge in
contemporary South Africa (Obonyo, 2022). The study highlights that skills mismatches
among the youth continue to be a significant socio-economic issue contributing to
unemployment. The South African government should implement programs designed to
address this skills mismatch, as this would greatly enhance youth job readiness and facilitate
access to stable employment or entrepreneurial ventures upon program completion
(Habiyaremye et al., 2022).

To improve youth employability, it is crucial to establish technical and vocational institutions
within both the public and private sectors. Integrating technical skills into youth development
programs is a progressive strategy that requires strengthening, especially in light of ongoing
technological advancements in the workplace. The persistently high rates of youth
unemployment are unlikely to decrease without a transformative approach that incorporates
youth employment programs as part of a comprehensive long-term development strategy.
This is particularly important given the adverse effects of the ongoing political unrest in
Ukraine and the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic on developing nations such as South
Africa (Habiyaremye et al., 2022).

Governments should support youth in developing market-relevant technical skills, including
literacy, numeracy, and entrepreneurial competencies (World Bank, 2022). By doing so, a
significant number of young individuals will be empowered to create job opportunities for
themselves.

6 Conclusions, Limitations and Future Research

This study aimed to examine the socio-economic factors contributing to youth unemployment
in the North West Province. The findings revealed several key factors, including a lack of
work experience, insufficient training opportunities, unavailability of suitable jobs, inadequate
social support, and unfavourable economic policies. A prior study by Ahmad (2022) identified
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important socio-economic factors linked to youth unemployment, such as age, educational
deficits, skill shortages, income levels, poverty, political instability, population dynamics,
crime rates, and suicide rates.

It can be inferred that education and training, along with work experience, are critical factors
influencing youth unemployment. Research by Rahmani and Groot (2023) emphasises that
education level, work experience, skill proficiency, physical and mental health, marital status,
poverty, social inequalities, living conditions, as well as parental income, education, and
employment status are all essential determinants of youth unemployment. Therefore, it is
crucial to enhance the quality of training programs to provide more youths with access to
viable employment opportunities (Ngyah-Etchutambe et al., 2022).

The study indicates a positive correlation between skills mismatch, job opportunities, and
education and training. This suggests that many young individuals remain unemployed due
to inadequate experience, education, and training. Literature shows that both educational
qualifications and relevant work experience significantly impact youth unemployment
(Rahmani & Groot, 2023). Moreover, it can be inferred that unemployed youth who lack
relevant experience and appropriate education and training face limited employment
prospects.

Youth unemployment is a significant life event that can lead to various labour market
deficiencies and adverse psychological consequences (Doku et al., 2019). Findings indicate
that unemployed youth often experience psychological distress characterised by feelings of
boredom, financial instability, dependence on personal savings, uncertainty about the future,
a sense of emptiness, loneliness, familial conflict, diminished self-worth, loss of self-esteem,
and a sense of disconnection from society. Existing literature emphasises that employment
serves as a vital source of self-esteem, personal identity, life purpose, and social
connections.

Chronic stressors, such as prolonged unemployment, severely affect individuals'
psychological well-being (Lopez del Amo Gonzalez et al., 2018). It is widely recognised that
extended unemployment negatively impacts the mental health of individuals and families, as
it is associated with increased financial strain and a decline in self-esteem (Achdut & Refaeli,
2020; Urbanos-Garrido & Lopez-Valcarcel, 2015). Additionally, contextual stressors related to
the Coronavirus pandemic—such as anxiety about virus transmission, worries about ageing
relatives, and restrictions on social interactions—may have exacerbated youth
unemployment.

The findings of this study provide compelling evidence for the relationship between
psychological safety and youth unemployment. A positive correlation has been identified
between psychological distress and the lack of opportunities, education and training, as well
as skills mismatch. Thus, unemployed youth who face deficiencies in education and training,
skills mismatch, and limited job opportunities consistently experience psychological distress.
These results align with the growing body of knowledge regarding psychological safety and
unemployment (Achdut & Refaeli, 2020).

The study reveals a statistically significant difference in the experiences of youth with varying
durations of unemployment (less than one year, one to three years, and four years or more)
concerning education and training, skills mismatch, lack of opportunities, and psychological
distress. This indicates that youth with different lengths of unemployment are affected by
distinct socio-economic factors and experience varying levels of psychological distress. As a
result, many recently unemployed individuals may anticipate prolonged unemployment
(Lépez del Amo Gonzalez et al., 2018). In light of these findings, immediate action is
imperative to address the urgent socio-economic challenges and the ongoing youth
unemployment crisis.
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This study was confined to a specific geographical region in South Africa, namely the North
West Province. Future research should adopt a mixed-methods approach that incorporates
both quantitative and qualitative methodologies, encompassing unemployed youth from all
nine provinces of South Africa. Additionally, these investigations should include the
perspectives of key stakeholders, such as the Department of Employment and Labour,
universities, vocational training institutions, employers, and municipal authorities. This
comprehensive approach may provide valuable insights into the socio-economic factors
contributing to youth unemployment. Furthermore, future studies should explore other
variables, such as cultural and demographic factors related to youth unemployment in South
Africa. Conducting cross-cultural research could enable comparisons of the impact of cultural
norms on youth unemployment both within South Africa and in other countries. Lastly,
another limitation is the online distribution of questionnaires is that it may have introduced
sampling bias by excluding participants who have limited or no internet access. Future
research should consider incorporating alternative methods of self-administration in addition
to online distribution.
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