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Figure 1: Change in real GDP and total employment
YEAR-ON-YEAR PERCENTAGE CHANGE
Source: Stats SA; BER (*forecast)

“Jobless growth”: Strict labour market 
regulations, global competition, and tech 
advances constrained job growth during 
these years despite a growing economy.

Global 
Financial 

Crisis (GFC) COVID-19 
pandemic

Annual job growth 
averaged >3% in the six 
years leading up to the 

GFC

Slower economic growth 
translated into slower job 

growth between 2011-2019

21%

27%

30%

32%

34%

37%

37%

38%

40%

5%

12%

19%

20%

8%

12%

12%

13%

26%

WC

NC

KZN

LP

GP

FS

MP

NW

EC

1994

2023

10.67 
16.41 

11.50 

16.50 
1.70 

7.90 

1994 2023

Unemployed

Employed

Not
economically
active

30-YEAR MACROECONOMIC OVERVIEW OF SOUTH AFRICA
Issue 3: Unemployment

To celebrate the BER’s 80th birthday, we are publishing ten briefs that highlight 
the evolution of macroeconomic trends in South Africa since democracy. We hope 
you will enjoy this visual overview of South Africa’s economic journey over the past 
three decades. 

Figure 2: Unemployment rate (2022)

Figure 4: Unpacking the working-age population
MILLIONS OF PEOPLE, AGED 15 TO 64-YEARS OLD

Figure 5: Provincial unemployment rates, 1994 v 2023
UNEMPLOYED PERSONS AS % OF THE LABOUR FORCE

Figure 3: South Africa’s 30-year unemployment trend
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Higher 
unemployment 
in more rural 
provinces, like 
the EC, in large 
part explains why 
many people 
move to the cities 
to find work.

Available to work 
and seeking a job

Inclusive growth 
and job creation 
is one of the 
three strategic 
priorities of 
South Africa’s 
newly established 
Government of 
National Unity. 	
South Africa is 
one of the few 
countries in the 
world with an 
unemployment 
rate exceeding 
20%. This review 
puts into context 
how much work 
needs to be done.

“Our experience over the past 30 years has shown 
that when our economy grows, jobs are created. 

When our economy contracts there is no job 
creation and jobs are lost.”

 President Cyril Ramaphosa, Opening of Parliament 2024

UNEMPLOYMENT RATES
Source: Stats SA Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS)

Source: Multiple sources compiled by World Bank (2024) – 
processed by Our World in Data

In the formal or 
informal sector

(Studying, discouraged, disabled/ ill, too 
old/young to work, home-makers, etc.)

There were 3.17 million people discouraged 
job seekers in 2023 (7.8% of the working-age 
population, compared to 3.6% in 2008).

Source: QLFS; QuantecSource: QLFS; Quantec

Of these, only ±7 million 
submit personal income 
tax returns.

Job-seekers increased: 
labour force participation 
grew from 53% (1997) to 
58% (2003), faster than 
what the market could 
absorb.

Expanded unemployment rate 
(includes discouraged job-seekers)

Youth unemployment rate 
(age 15-24)

The official unemployment rate

The map shows the ILO’s (International Labour Organisation) modelled 
estimates of unemployment based on nationally reported observations 
and imputed data. There is a high degree of uncertainty around these 
estimates for countries with limited labour market information, which 
is often the case for countries in Sub-Saharan Africa.
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Figure 10: Informal jobs as a share of each industry’s 
employment, 2023

Employment in the informal sector

Figure 6: Employment across the economy, 2023
SHARE OF EMPLOYMENT

56% (±9.3m people)
Formal sector 		
(excluding general government 
and agriculture) 

19% (±3.1m ppl)
Informal sector	
(people in firms with <5 
people, not registered for 
income tax or VAT)

13%
National, 
provincial 
and local 
government

7%
Private 
households

6%
Agriculture

Source: QLFS; Quarterly Employment Statistics (QES)

Source: Stats SA QLFS; QES

Figure 8: Employment in general 
government
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Figure 11: Industry share of jobs and GDP, 2023
% OF JOBS, % OF GDP (CURRENT PRICES)

The trade sector 
employed 3.35 million 
people in 2023, but 
employment in this 
sector has barely 
grown since 2008.
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Figure 12: Employment split across industries, 2008 v 2023
MILLIONS OF PEOPLE

Source: Stats SA P0441; QLFS; QES

1 in four jobs in the 
manufacturing sector 
have been lost since 
2008.

Source: QLFS; QES

Employment per industry

“We are convinced that small businesses and the informal sector 
hold the greatest potential for inclusive growth and job creation.”

 President Cyril Ramaphosa, Opening of Parliament 2024Growing the informal economy is a target of the Sustainable 
Development Goals, but South Africa’s share of informal 
employment is low compared to other upper-middle-income 
countries (UMICs). On average, just over half of jobs in UMICs 
are in the informal sector (Fig. 9), compared to a third of 
jobs in South Africa, even when including those employed in 
private households and agriculture. The fact is that big firms 
remain the largest source of employment.
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2004 2023Figure 9: Share of informal 
employment

THIS ESTIMATE INCLUDES 
JOBS IN THE AGRICULTURE 

SECTOR
Source: ILO
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services are important 

contributors to informal 
sector employment.
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Figure 7: Formal sector jobs added/ 
lost relative to the previous year
THOUSAND JOBS
Source: QES Source: QES

Primary sectors Secondary sectors Tertiary sectors

Tertiary sectors are the largest employers in the economy 
and are experiencing the fastest employment growth. 
However, they are unable to absorb South Africa’s stock of 
unskilled and semi-skilled labour, for which demand from 
the manufacturing and construction sectors has declined. 
This highlights South Africa’s structural unemployment 
problem.

Above th
e lin

e: R
elatively m

ore la
bour in

tensiv
e



Copyright for this publication is held by Stellenbosch University. 

Although reasonable professional skill, care and diligence are exercised to record and interpret all information 
correctly, Stellenbosch University, its division BER and the author(s)/editor do not accept any liability for any direct 
or indirect loss whatsoever that might result from unintentional inaccurate data and interpretations provided 
by the BER as well as any interpretations by third parties. Stellenbosch University further accepts no liability for 
the consequences of any decisions or actions taken by any third party on the basis of information provided in 
this publication. The views, conclusions or opinions contained in this publication are those of the BER and do not 
necessarily reflect those of Stellenbosch University.

CONTACT US:
Helanya Fourie

Tel: +27 (21) 808 3004

Email: helanya@sun.ac.za

www.ber.ac.za

Publication date: 7 August 2024


