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About this document

In this edition of the South Africa Economic Outlook, we focus on the need to build the skills 

of South Africa's labour force to increase employability. 

There are currently 833,000 fewer unskilled and semi-skilled jobs in South Africa compared 

to the pre-pandemic (2019Q4) period. These workers were more likely to lose their jobs 

during lockdown and less likely to subsequently regain their jobs compared to skilled 

workers. (Higher-skilled adults were more likely to have and retain a job during COVID-19.)

The country’s education system is not producing in-demand workers with the right skills for 

the job: eight out of ten unemployed adults have some secondary schooling or completed 

matric. To remedy this, South Africa needs a national skills vision that includes roles, 

responsibilities and expectations for every social stakeholder. This includes the private 

sector who needs to focus on the upskilling of their employees to remain competitive. 

Key content in this edition includes:
– Labour market recovery: Despite jobs growth in 2022Q2, employment is still 5% 

below pre-pandemic levels (page 3).

– High school is not enough: Eight out of ten unemployed adults have some 

secondary schooling or completed matric (page 4).

– Employment outlook: South Africa’s long-term economic growth potential is not 

enough to reduce the unemployment rate (page 5).

– PwC surveys: What students are saying — and universities doing — about 

readiness for the working world (page 6).

In our new monthly Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) focus (page 7), we look 

at practical ideas about upskilling and human capital development in the private sector 

workplace.

The ‘featured PwC research’ section (page 8) reports on skills-related analysis published in 

our recently released ‘2022 Executive Directors: Practices and remuneration trends report’.

Lastly, we reflect on what PwC can do to assist with employee upskilling (page 9).

Please sign up here to receive future editions of this report by email.

Baseline 2020 2021 2022f 2023f

ZAR/USD 16.46 14.78 16.20 16.70

Consumer price inflation (%) 3.3 4.6 6.6 5.4

Repo rate (end-of-period) 3.50 3.75 6.75 7.00

Real GDP growth (%) -6.4 4.9 1.8 1.6

Unemployment rate (%) 29.6 35.3 36.7 35.6

Probability weighted average 2020 2021 2022f 2023f

ZAR/USD 16.46 14.78 16.24 16.85

Consumer price inflation (%) 3.3 4.6 6.7 5.5

Repo rate (end-of-period) 3.50 3.75 6.78 7.15

Real GDP growth (%) -6.4 4.9 1.7 1.5

Unemployment rate (%) 29.6 35.3 36.8 35.7

https://www.pwc.co.za/en/about-us/subscribe.html
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Labour market recovery: Despite jobs growth in 2022Q2, 
employment is still 5% below pre-pandemic levels. 

Employment recovery from the 2020 

lockdowns has been uneven — and 

favoured professionals.

South Africa added 648,000 jobs in the second quarter of 2022. 

Data from Statistics South Africa (Stats SA) shows that with this 

4.3% q-o-q and 4.2% q-o-q increase, the country’s official 

unemployment rate eased to 33.9% from a record-high 34.5% in 

the preceding quarter. The expanded unemployment rate also 

eased, declining from 45.5% in the first quarter to 44.1% in the 

second quarter. With this, total employment of 15.56 million was 

around 95% of the level seen in 2019Q4, i.e. before the arrival of 

COVID-19. This, some analysts argue, could signal the start of 

the labour market recovery, which generally lags an upturn in the 

overall economic environment. 

However, the employment recovery has been uneven across 

industries. Jobs in the ‘community and social services’ sector 

(which includes the public sector) are back to pre-pandemic 

levels while employment in trade (97.3% of the pre-pandemic 

level) and agriculture (98.7%) are close to the previous levels. In 

turn, jobs in the manufacturing (87.6%), construction (87.2%), 

private households (87.4%), transport (89.6%) and utilities 

(86.9%) sectors are still substantially down compared to before 

COVID-19. Regarding the construction industry, the FNB/BER 

Building Confidence Index was most recently measured at 34 in 

2022Q3 on a scale of zero (indicating an extreme lack of 

confidence) and 100 (indicating extreme confidence). The real 

value of residential building investment dropped by 5% y-o-y 

during the second quarter. 

Figure 1: Industry employment as share (%) of 2019Q4 levels 

Source PwC calculations based on Stats SA data

The recovery has also been uneven across occupations. For 

example, the number of ‘professionals’ is up 20% from pre-

pandemic levels. This category includes jobs like chemists, 

engineers, doctors and nurses, teachers and lecturers, as well 

as business and legal professionals, among others. In turn, 

jobs for domestic workers (still down 15%) and those in the 

craft and related trades (down 12%) remain substantially lower. 

The latter category includes mineworkers, builders and 

painters, makers of handcrafts, food processors, and 

shoemaking trades, amongst others. These jobs are spread 

across diverse sectors, signalling that the economic damage 

caused by COVID-19 and associated lockdowns is still being 

felt across the length and breadth of the economy. 

Most of the country’s unemployed who 

previously had a job worked in elementary 

occupations. 

At present, total employment is 5% below the pre-pandemic level. 

Of the eight million (narrowly defined) unemployed adults in the 

country, around 2.5 million were employed at some stage over the 

past five years. The largest share (nearly one in three) of these 

were previously employed in elementary occupations. This 

category includes jobs like street vendors, launderers, window 

cleaners, messengers, porters, doorkeepers and related workers, 

garbage collectors, mining and construction labourers; freight 

handlers, and beggars, amongst others. These jobs are certainly 

not first-choice occupations and serve as income-generating 

activity for workers who have limited alternatives due to diverse 

constraints, including education, geography, etc. There are limited 

‘Plan B’ options available — apart from dependence on the social 

grant system — if these jobs are lost. 

Figure 2: Previous occupation (percentage of unemployed) 

Source: PwC calculations based on Stats SA data
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High school is not enough: Eight out of ten unemployed adults 
have some secondary schooling or completed matric.

There are currently 833,000 fewer 

unskilled and semi-skilled jobs in South 

Africa compared to before the pandemic. 

There are currently 269,000 fewer unskilled jobs compared to the 

pre-pandemic (2019Q4) period. Many of these workers were 

remunerated at the national minimum wage (NMW) of R23.19 

per hour, suggesting limited ability to save for a rainy day. Semi-

skilled employment has lost a net 564,000 positions compared to 

the end of 2019. That is more than half-a-million people who 

previously worked in full-time jobs that likely offered at least a 

‘living wage’ — a level of remuneration that is sufficient to allow 

workers to maintain a frugal but dignified standard of living. 

Semi-skilled workers include flight attendants, travel guides, 

chefs, beauticians and hostesses, whose employment was linked 

to international and domestic tourist spending. 

Figure 3: Employment by skill level (millions)

Source: PwC calculations based on Stats SA data

Figure 4: Skill-level employment as % of pre-pandemic levels 

Source PwC calculations based on Stats SA data

In-demand ‘future jobs’ are mostly tech-

enabled and highly skilled, requiring at 

least some tertiary training. 

Grade 12 learners will sit for their National Senior Certificate 

(NSC) examinations from October 31 to obtain this secondary 

qualification. However, unemployment data makes it clear that 

matric is not enough to get a job. Eight out of ten unemployed 

South Africans have some secondary schooling or completed 

high school, including three million adults with a matric 

certificate. There is simply not enough labour market demand 

for this level of qualification. This is due both to the weak state 

of demand in the job market in general as well as the fact that 

matriculants are not qualified to satisfy the needs of many 

employers who are hiring. 

Figure 5: Unemployment by qualification (% of total)

Source PwC calculations based on Stats SA data

According to CareerJunction, the in-demand jobs at present are for 

professionals in the fields of finance, sales, IT, management and 

manufacturing. These all require at least some tertiary 

qualification. Furthermore, so-called ‘new jobs’ and ‘future jobs’ —

occupations that did not exist (or were not very common) ten years 

ago — are mostly tech-enabled and highly skilled. Recent 

research by CareerJunction identified the following top 10 ‘future 

jobs’ in South Africa that offer “favourable employment prospects 

and sustainable ‘employability’ in the near future”:

– Cloud engineer

– Data scientist

– Development and IT operations (DevOps) engineer

– E-commerce manager

– Customer success staff

– Data engineer

– Digital marketer 

– SalesforceTM developer

– Wellness consultant

– Renewable energy specialist
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Employment outlook: South Africa’s long-term economic growth 
potential is not enough to reduce the unemployment rate.

The SA economy contracted by 0.7% 

q-o-q in 2022Q2 as local and international 

factors weighed on most industries. 

Statistics South Africa reported in early-September that the South 

African economy contracted by 0.7% q-o-q (seasonally adjusted 

and annualised) during the second quarter of this year. The 

majority of industries recorded a decline in economic activity due 

to a combination of factors, including electricity load-shedding, 

flooding in KwaZulu-Natal, elevated global inflation, disruption in 

global supply chains due to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, as well 

as a slowdown in global economic momentum caused by the 

fallout from this situation. The economy was only 0.2% y-o-y 

larger during 2022Q2; this calculation also includes the impact of 

the July 2021 unrest in KwaZulu-Natal and parts of Gauteng that, 

according to the government, cost the economy about R50bn. 

Figure 6: Real GDP growth (%)

Source PwC

Economy is expected to create nearly 

200,000 jobs per annum as economic 

growth slows to 1.5% per annum. 

The South African economy was on average 1.4% larger in the 

first half of 2022, and we forecast a full-year number of 1.8% on 

the back of improved global economic conditions during the 

second half of the year. However, we expect economic growth 

to converge at around 1.5% p.a. over the longer term. This is 

the country’s potential economic growth rate given current 

fundamentals and structural constraints. Given the historic 

relationship between real GDP and employment growth since 

2010, at an average economic growth rate of 1.5% per annum, 

total (formal and informal) employment will grow at a mean of 

1.2% p.a. from 2024 onwards. Based on this relationship, we 

estimate that employment will grow by nearly 200,000 per year 

resulting in total employment of 16.3 million adults by the end 

of the current decade from 14.5 million at the end of last year. 

Figure 7: Total employment (millions)

Source: PwC

Due to a faster growth rate in the labour 

force, an unemployment rate of 40% is 

possible by the end of the decade.

Based on the country's demographic outlook, we expect the labour 

force to grow by 1.5% p.a. (almost 350,000 adults per year) over 

the same period. As a result, the country’s unemployment rate will 

continue to climb. Based on the long-term relationship between 

economic and employment growth, our downside scenario 

suggests that an unemployment rate of 40% is on the horizon for 

the end of the decade. This exclusion of millions of adults from 

partaking in the country’s economic life is contributing to the 

decline in social cohesion. This, in turn, is causing an increase in 

societal breakdown and stability risks associated with protests and 

unrest. PwC’s ‘Ten Years to Midnight: Four urgent global crises 

and their strategic solutions’ publication warned that when the 

general population is not prospering, societies are in deep trouble. 

Real and felt prosperity are absolute requisites for countries or 

regions to function effectively. 

Figure 8: Unemployment rate (% of labour force)

Source PwC
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PwC surveys: What students are saying — and universities 
doing — about readiness for the working world.

There were 742,000 unemployed tertiary 

educated graduates in the country during 

the second quarter of 2022.

At present, nearly one in ten unemployed people in South Africa 

have a tertiary qualification. According to Statistics South Africa, 

the country had 742,000 unemployed tertiary educated 

graduates in the second quarter of 2022. That is three times 

more than seen after the global financial crisis (2008-2009). Job 

losses suffered during COVID-19 did not have a significant 

impact on this number: the quantum of unemployed graduates 

has been steadily increasing over the past decade. 

Figure 9: Number of unemployed with a tertiary qualification

Source Stats SA

This must certainly be disheartening to students who spent time 

and a lot of money on obtaining a tertiary qualification with the 

aim of securing gainful employment after finishing their studies. 

The message remains clear: a tertiary qualification is also no

guarantee for finding a job, even in a country like ours where 

employers are finding it difficult to hire skilled workers. The 

World Economic Forum (WEF) Global Competitiveness Report 

2019 ranks South Africa 101st out of 141 countries for the skills 

of its current workforce, 109th for the skills set of graduates, and 

98th for the ease of finding skilled employees. What this tells us 

is that, while the country’s education system produces 

hundreds of thousands of high school, college and university 

graduates each year, their skillsets are not competitive in a 

global context. 

One in three students are concerned 

about their preparedness for the working 

world.

PwC’s inaugural Voice of the Student Survey 2022 asked 

students: when you eventually graduate, how well prepared do 

you feel for the world of work? The results show that most 

students feel prepared for the working world as a result of the 

skills and knowledge they have gained as well as the support 

received from universities, whether public or private. Only one 

in three students are concerned about their preparedness, with 

some voicing their concern about the lack of practical 

experience and the high unemployment rate.

Responding to unemployment: What are 

universities doing to increase the 

employability of graduates? 

Universities have a key role to play in increasing the 

employability of graduates. With South Africa’s unemployment 

rate set to continue rising in the years ahead, the need for more 

action towards increasing youth employability in our country is 

more relevant than ever. To be fair, tertiary education 

institutions are already responding to the issue of increasing 

graduate employment and the call for more relevant skills. 

Nearly all respondents to PwC’s Vice-Chancellor Survey 2022

indicate that their institutions have adopted multiple approaches to 

improving student employability. This includes reviewing curricula 

to improve job readiness and increasing entrepreneurship skills 

development. 

Figure 10: Importance of initiatives to increase the likelihood of  

student employability

Source PwC Vice-Chancellor Survey 2022 

Data from the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) indicates 

that entrepreneurs have a high social status in the country and 

that entrepreneurship is seen as a good career choice. PwC’s 

Education Newsletter July 2022 emphasised that tertiary 

institutions have an important role to play in establishing an 

entrepreneurial society by instilling in students an understanding of 

the risks and rewards associated with business creation. However, 

these skills are not just for self-starters. Entrepreneurship 

education equips graduates with the ability to solve problems and 

find information for decision-making and planning: these are key 

skills that private sector employers are looking for. Furthermore, 

entrepreneurial studies create benefits for students from different 

socio-economic backgrounds and create opportunities that 

contribute to social justice and economic development. 
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ESG focus: Upskilling and human capital development in the 
private sector workplace.

The social compact needs a national skills 

vision that includes roles and 

responsibilities for every stakeholder.

The September 2021 edition of this report (A jobless recovery 

and the need for upskilling) stated that the current education 

system is not fit for purpose to provide school leavers the 

necessary skills and requires an overhaul. Our research into 

upskilling shows that, to really improve the quality of and access 

to education and training, a change in culture and behaviour is 

needed. Immediate changes to our skills and education systems 

should include a shift to lifelong learning pathways, the growth in 

digital education, and new funding models for higher education. 

Borrowing from successful models in other countries, it would 

create a competitive market for the public and private sector, and 

civil society in the development of skills programmes to improve 

the supply and effectiveness of education. 

Government, businesses, and education providers must work 

together to build a strong and interconnected ecosystem 

committed to a comprehensive upskilling agenda. In the 

February 2022 edition of this report (Responding to higher 

inflation and rising interest rates), we identified 1) upskilling 

workers, 2) solving the electricity crisis, and 3) accelerating 

private sector investment as having the potential for the biggest 

impact on GDP and jobs growth (and where big change is indeed 

possible) without necessarily needing big financial commitments.

Solutions to the skills and employment challenge will need a 

holistic plan in South Africa that coordinates across sectors. 

President Cyril Ramaphosa announced in his State of the Nation 

Address (SONA) 2022 that stakeholders were working with a 

100-day deadline on a comprehensive social compact to grow 

the country’s economy and create jobs. We welcomed the 

endeavour and argued at the time that this compact needs to 

encompass a national skills vision that includes roles, 

responsibilities and expectations for every stakeholder. The 

president noted in late-August that the ‘Framework for a Social 

Compact in South Africa’, which is still being finalised, will seek 

to “provide skills and opportunities to the millions of South 

Africans that have been relegated to the margins of the 

economy”.

Private companies can help turn this 

crisis into an opportunity for change by 

upskilling their workers.

There are four ways South Africans can work together to start 

turning this crisis into an opportunity for change:

– Government, businesses, and education providers 

should work together to build a strong and 

interconnected ecosystem committed to a 

comprehensive upskilling agenda.

– Government should adopt an agile approach to 

driving national upskilling initiatives, working with 

businesses, non-profit organisations and the 

education sector to provide incentives to create jobs 

in the green economy and by supporting technology 

innovation.

– Educators should reimagine education and embrace 

lifelong learning to ensure everyone has the 

opportunity to participate in the future of work.

– Businesses will need to anchor upskilling and 

workforce investment as a core business principle 

and make time-bound pledges to act.

The country needs to build a nation-wide culture for upskilling; 

an endeavour in which private organisations can play a key 

role. Every organisation should undertake robust workforce 

planning in which they seek to understand the impact of 

technology and automation on jobs in their industry and what 

this means for the skills needed by their workers in the future. 

Upskilling will be vital to ensuring that local industries are staffed 

with people who have the know-how to help drive economic 

growth and development. Furthermore, PwC’s international 

research (What every HR leader needs to show the CFO) shows 

that at a company level, offering training and development 

opportunities has a quantifiable positive impact on company 

financials. Specifically, these opportunities result in fewer 

resignations and increased profitability. 

To be sure, local companies are already transforming their 

workforces to drive productivity, innovation and growth. Information 

from ESG data provider Risk Insights shows that companies listed 

on the Johannesburg Stock Exchange (JSE) invested an average 

of R15,500 per employee in training and upskilling during 2021. 

There are, of course, front runners in this endeavour, with tech-

focused tertiary sector companies in financial services, insurance 

and telecommunication spending the most per worker. These 

industries have arguably a higher frequent upskilling requirement 

to keep pace with new technological developments.

Figure 11: Average training expenditure (rand) per employee

Source: PwC analysis using Risk Insights data
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Featured PwC research: Insights into skilled talent 
management from our 2022 Executive Directors report

PwC’s 2022 Executive Directors: Practices and remuneration 

trends report highlighted some very important points regarding 

the changing relationship between employer and skilled 

employees in South Africa. Here are four key issues to note. 

Employees with specialised skills and 

training are in high demand — and they 

know it.

The majority of employees who worked remotely as a result of 

the pandemic say that they are more productive and have grown 

accustomed to a better quality and integration of work and life. 

Where this balance is threatened and there is no room for 

negotiation with the employer, they’ll quit. Recent PwC research 

shows that, in the wake of the pandemic, employees feel 

empowered by their circumstances and are ready to ‘test’ the 

market where their salary expectations and working 

arrangements are no longer met by their current employers. The 

truth is, employees with specialised skills and training are in 

demand — and they know it.

In truth, the flexibility required by today’s employees relates not 

only to how, when and where they work, but how they are 

rewarded. Many companies continue to fall short in what they 

offer employees in two key areas: benefits and compensation 

(these were the reasons ranked highest by employees for 

wanting to change employers). The Great Resignation poses a 

major human capital risk for companies who lag behind; a trend 

which shows no signs of slowing yet.

The Great Resignation looks a bit 

different in South Africa from what it 

does in other countries.

The world of work has changed drastically over the last few 

years, and employees’ expectations have permanently shifted. 

It is clear that employees are not prepared to go back to the 

pre-COVID-19 way of working. This is evidenced by what has 

been termed the Great Resignation — an ongoing international 

economic event that saw an alarming number of employees 

voluntarily resign from their jobs as they rethink their careers, 

working conditions, and long-term goals. 

The Great Resignation looks a bit different in South Africa from 

what it does in countries such as the US. While in other 

countries it was observed that lower-earning employees were 

resigning, in South Africa we are also contending with the 

reality that many highly skilled employees are leaving their jobs 

for opportunities abroad (also referred to as ‘the brain drain’) or 

for consulting arrangements where they consult back to their 

previous employers, but on their terms.

Working arrangements and remuneration 

packages will look quite different in the 

future.

Companies on hiring sprees should expect candidates to 

negotiate hard for what they now see as table stakes: 

competitive packages and perks coupled with flexibility and 

expanded benefits such as career growth and upskilling 

opportunities. While traditional models of total reward mainly 

considered market benchmarks, cost analyses, and efficiency 

in administration, newer models focus on employee centricity, 

seeking to create synergies of career development, 

performance, alignment of organisational value, purpose, and 

allowing a certain level of value-based personalisation of 

reward and benefit offerings.

Strategies for working arrangements and total reward for the future 

will require higher levels of engagement with employees than ever 

before. Employers no longer have the upper hand, and cannot rely 

simply on increases in guaranteed pay as their retention strategy 

anymore. Employees of today seek higher levels of work-life 

integration, and this is a process of negotiation.

Intensification of the war on skilled female 

talent as women who ‘made it’ in other 

companies become targets for poaching.

Only seven of the top 100 JSE-listed companies are led by female 

CEOs, and the representation of female CFOs is 19%. Over the 

entire executive population of all JSE-listed companies, 15% are 

female. To help improve gender representation, the integrated 

reports of many JSE-listed companies include minimum 

percentage targets (most often, of between 35% and 50%) in 

female representation in management positions within a specified 

number of years. 

An unintended consequence of this target-setting has been the 

intensification of the war on skilled female talent, with many 

companies struggling to retain their key and critical skilled female 

employees in the face of a serious bidding war. In other words, 

where the internal pipeline is lacking, women who have 

successfully ‘made it’ in other companies become targets for 

poaching. Without widespread, appropriate, succession planning, 

the problem will prevail, particularly in the context of a wider skills 

gap and executive talent shortage. And of course, the business 

need and shareholder value preservation will always trump the 

need for gender equality, if there is a lack of suitable candidates to 

choose from. 

We think companies can drive and accelerate the change process 

by focusing on these key focus areas: 1) accelerating the change 

process with KPIs; 2) succession planning for success; 3) 

understanding and developing organisational culture; and 4) 

creating a supportive policy framework.
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15%
Over the entire executive 

population of all JSE-listed 

companies, 15% are female. Only 

seven of the top 100 JSE-listed 

companies are led by female 
CEOs, and the representation of 

female CFOs is 19%. 

https://www.pwc.co.za/en/publications/executive-directors-report.html
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Our services

The PwC South Africa Strategy& Economics team is a 

specialised unit of economists who serve our clients in a variety 

of ways. Our services include: 

Measure your impact on the economy and society

– Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) and 

Just Transition

– Economic Impact Assessment (EIA)

– Socio-Economic Impact Assessment (SEIA)

– Regulatory Impact Analysis (RIA)

– Total tax contribution

– Localisation calculations

Make decisions about risk and investment

– Macroeconomic research

– Market entry analysis

– Country and industry risk assessments

– Commercial due diligence assistance

Plan for future economic scenarios

– ESG scenario planning 

– Economic and political scenario planning

– Industry and macroeconomic modelling

– IFRS 9 audit assist

Please visit our website to learn more: 

https://www.pwc.co.za/en/issues/economy.html

Jeaunes Viljoen

Senior Manager

jeaunes.viljoen@pwc.com

+27 (0) 82 634 2036

Dirk Mostert

Senior Manager

dirk.mostert@pwc.com

+27 (0) 82 800 9326

Christie Viljoen

Senior Manager

christie.viljoen@pwc.com

+27 (0) 82 472 8621

Lullu Krugel

Partner and Chief Economist

lullu.krugel@pwc.com

+27 (0) 82 708 2330

Salome Ntsibande

Senior Manager

salome.ntsibande@pwc.com

+27 (0) 72 210 1013
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How can we help? 

Employee upskilling

The pressure to optimise costs and maximise productivity is 

always there. Today, it’s made more complicated by disruptive 

technology, the increasing complexity of geopolitics and global 

trade, evolving risk and regulation and the ongoing race to find 

and keep the right talent with the right skills. The need to upskill, 

and reskill, the workforce has never been more urgent.

Organisations are transforming their workforces to drive 

productivity, innovation and growth. Upskilling is key. It’s about 

anticipating the right skills for the future, laying the cultural 

foundation, delivering modern upskilling programmes, and 

building a learning and development function with the right 

educational technology to deliver a vastly better return on 

upskilling investment.

However, many business leaders are finding that their existing 

upskilling efforts are not fit for purpose: programmes don’t deliver 

the return on investment (ROI) organisations want or the change 

they need. It’s a problem that should be solved urgently. And we 

help our clients by working with them on five key areas: 

– Identify skills gaps and mismatches;

– Build a future-proof skills strategy;

– Lay the cultural foundation;

– Develop and implement upskilling; and

– Evaluate return on investment.

https://www.pwc.co.za/en/issues/economy.html
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