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PART 1
Introduction and Background

1.1 INTRODUCTION

The skill level of the workforce is progressively becoming a very important aspect of the labour market. 
According to the International Labour Organisation (2013:89), information on levels of educational 
attainment is currently the best available indicator of labour force skill levels. Hence, educational attainment 
will form the basis for assessing the skill level of the workforce in the Eastern Cape.

This report seeks to assess the skills available in the Eastern Cape labour market, and to determine the role 
that education plays in economic development. The report focusses on the characteristics of the long-term 
unemployed and their detrimental effects on the economy. The result of this study shows that the labour 
absorption rate of specific fields of study, such as engineering, has remained relatively high compared to 
other fields of study, such as commerce and computer science. It also shows that only 14% of the labour 
force have tertiary qualifications which might pose a challenge given the fact that South Africa is gradually 
becoming a knowledge-based economy that requires more highly skilled labour.

Data provided in this report was extracted from Statistics South Africa’s Quarterly Labour Force Survey 
(QLFS). The analysis is based on the fourth quarter of 2018, however, in some instances comparison was 
made with the fourth quarter of 2008. Readers must be aware of seasonality effects when interpreting 
quarterly data. Annual estimates provide a better picture. The report seeks to address specific questions 
with the aim of determining the role that education institutions play in sharpening skills in the provincial 
economy. These questions are:

1. How does the level of educational attainment affect the character of unemployment?
2. How is the level of education and skills related to long-term unemployment? 
3. What is the labour absorption rate of people with post-school qualifications and people from different 

fields of study?  
4. What are the different fields of study and highest post-school qualifications attained in the Eastern Cape 

labour market?
5. What are wages and salary levels of workers from different fields of study? 
6. What is the impact of educational attainment on the Eastern Cape labour market? 

These six questions will be examined using data from the QLFS. The report will also provide a broad set of 
policy implications and recommendations emerging from the analysis. 

1.2. SELECTED KEY FINDINGS 

The report reveals that the Eastern Cape Province is increasingly becoming a knowledge-based economy, 
which suggests the need for high skilled labour.  However, only 14% of the Eastern Cape labour force have 
tertiary qualifications; most of these graduates are struggling to find placement in the economy. This is 
unlikely to fulfil the skills needed to accelerate economic growth in the 21st century, and under the fourth 
industrial revolution. To boost economic growth and resolve persistent social ailments requires experienced 
highly skilled labour, innovation and relevant technology. However, the majority of the Eastern Cape labour 
force are found in semi- and low skilled occupations. 

This historical structure of education has a tremendous impact on the labour market Measurement of 
the levels of education attained by the Eastern Cape labour force, reveals that the highest percentage of 
workers has a “secondary not completed” education level. This group should be a concern in terms of 
education policy, and the policy should focus on the unemployed, discouraged work seekers, and those 
who are not in education or training institutions. 

Looking at the demographic of unemployed people in the Eastern Cape labour market during the fourth 
quarter of 2018, the gender ratio showed that 49.4% of unemployed were male, 50.6% were female; the 
unemployment rate was 35.5% and 33.7% for males and females respectively. The age ratio showed that 
70.8 % of unemployed were youth and 29.2% were adults.
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The highest unemployment rate (expanded definition) was amongst people with less than primary 
completed (50.8%) followed by people who had not completed secondary level (49.8%). Furthermore, it was 
discovered that 0.9% of unemployed who wanted to enter the labour market for the first time had tertiary 
education, compared to 56.5% of new entrants with secondary not completed. 

There were more unemployed and discouraged work-seekers whose field of study was Commerce and 
Computer, and almost none in the field of Engineering. The labour absorption rate for the engineering field 
was high compared to that of computer science. Ranking the fields of study of people in the labour force 
shows that the top five in 4Q2018 were Education, Health, Business and Commerce and Finance, Computer 
Science, and Public Administration & Social Science. Yet the labour market is gradually becoming saturated 
by these skills. 

When looking at employment in the province in 4Q2018, there were 1 396 495 people employed in the 
Eastern Cape. The employment distribution showed that for every 1 000 people employed in the province:

• 117 people with tertiary qualifications were employed in the Community Services sector,
• 25 people with tertiary qualifications were employed by the Finance sector, and
• 5 with tertiary qualifications were entrepreneurs (working for their own account).

The report showed that for every 100 graduates who were short-term unemployed, there were 105 
graduates who were long-term unemployed. This ratio of long-term to short-term unemployment across 
education levels shows that tertiary education reduces chances of long-term unemployment.

1.3. OVERVIEW OF LONG TERM ECONOMIC AND LABOUR TRENDS 

An overview of long-term economic and labour trends shows how the economy (GDP) has performed vis-à-
vis selected labour indicators, such as: Labour force, employment, unemployment and discouraged work-
seeker. These indicators are presented in Figure 1 as an index. They illustrate trends (4Q2013 and 4Q2018) 
and performance of the Eastern Cape economy and labour market. The main observation from Figure 1 is 
that in 4Q2018, growth in the Eastern Cape economy has not translated into employment creation. Over the 
period under review, the employed increased by only three index points while GDP increased by four index 
points. Since the economy is not creating enough jobs, there are great possibilities that people who enter 
the labour force will be unemployed and later on discouraged work-seekers.

The second observation is that the large increase in unemployment (19 index points between 4Q2013 and 
4Q2018) signals an urgent need to review labour policy in the province. The focus could include upskilling 
individuals in the labour market.

Figure 1. Labor market and economic performance: (Index: 4Q2013 = 100)

20
14

Q
1

20
18

Q
1

20
16

Q
1

20
15

Q
1

20
17

Q
1

20
14

Q
3

20
18

Q
3

20
16

Q
3

20
15

Q
3

20
17

Q
3

20
14

Q
2

20
18

Q
2

20
16

Q
2

20
15

Q
2

20
17

Q
2

20
14

Q
4

20
18

Q
4

20
16

Q
4

20
15

Q
4

20
13

Q
4

20
17

Q
4

120

115

110

105

100

95

90

UnemployedEmployed

Labour force / economically activeWorking population (age 15+)

GDPNot economically active

Source: Own calculations derived from Stats SA



6

Figure 1 can also be indexed at sectoral level. This is shown in Table 1 which contrasts the annual basis 
employment index and GDP index. It shows that overall economic performance has outpaced employment 
performance.

Table 1: Labor market and economic performance: (Index: 2013 = 100)

Year
Employment GVA

Total Primary Secondary Tertiary Total Primary Secondary Tertiary

2013 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

2014 101 101 93 108 101 103 100 102

2015 101 106 98 109 102 97 100 103

2016 102 123 100 110 103 84 100 104

2017 102 114 94 114 104 97 100 105

2018 103 114 96 112 104 93 101 106

Source: Own calculations derived from Stats SA

Compared with other sectors, between 2013 and 2018, employment in the primary sector grew by 14 index 
points while its GVA counterpart declined by seven index points. Secondary sector employment declined 
by four index points. This could imply that industrialisation in the province is shifting more towards capital 
intensive and less towards labour intensive production processes. In the tertiary sector GVA grew at a much 
faster pace than employment.
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PART 2 
Statistical Analysis

2.1 EDUCATIONAL COMPOSITION OF THE LONG-TERM UNEMPLOYED 

A persisting long-term unemployment crisis is perhaps amongst the worst legacies of the great 2009 
recession. Weak economic growth and slow recovery from the financial crisis continue to constrain job 
creation, putting pressure on both short-term and long-term unemployment. This is reflected in data on 
the observable characteristics of the long-term unemployed and how they compare to the short-term 
unemployed.

Long-term unemployment has many repercussions. The damage caused by long-term unemployment is 
first and foremost to the person who is unemployed and his or her family. Job loss can place a family in a 
position of acute financial need under severe stress. Long-term unemployment may also mean that benefits 
of the unemployed person become exhausted and savings depleted. 

Many people are unable to find work quickly enough to avoid sinking into the quicksand of long-term 
unemployment, where their chances to re-enter the workforce become slim. Even if the primary cause 
of high long-term unemployment is insufficient aggregate demand for labour, if progress in reducing 
unemployment is too slow, the long-term unemployed will see their skills deteriorating further, possibly 
converting a cyclical problem into a structural one. 

Long-term unemployment is of particular concern because individuals who are out of work for extended 
periods of time may find that not just their skills, but their reputations and networks diminish over time, 
resulting in a persistently higher level of structural unemployment and even lead to workers dropping 
out of the labour force completely. Research also indicates that employers’ hiring practices often unfairly 
disadvantage the long-term unemployed for reasons unrelated to the applicant’s qualifications (Mike E.; 
Anastasia C.; 2013: 6).

For this reason it is crucial that provincial government, the private sector, and labour intermediaries work 
together to connect the long-term unemployed to work. Unquestionably, addressing the challenge of long-
term unemployment requires strong economic growth that allows employers to create additional jobs. 
There is a need in the province for a strategy to address long-term unemployment. 

The 2009 recession had a deep and lasting effect on unemployment across all genders, age groups, 
population groups and education levels. The effects of long-term unemployment potentially have lasting 
consequences on the productive capacity of the economy. 

2.1.1 Implication of education attainment on long-term unemployment 

Long-term unemployment refers to people who have been without work for one year and longer, and short-
term unemployment refers to people who have been without work for less than one year. 

Many of the long-term unemployed lost their jobs during the 2009 recession. During the economic 
meltdown, jobs shedding was more pronounced among unskilled than among skilled people. Since then 
the economy has not fully recovered, and this has exacerbated the problem of long-term unemployment in 
the province. To assess long-term unemployment by education level, Stats SA asks the following question: 
“What is your education level and for how long have you been without work and trying to find a job?”  The 
response to this question is presented in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Long-term unemployment ratio for every 100 short term unemployed in the Eastern Cape, 4Q2018
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Figure 2 shows that during the fourth quarter of 2018, in total, for every 100 short-term unemployed, there 
were 278 long-term unemployed. The ratio shows a gap of 178 more people who are unemployed for a long 
time than those who are unemployed for a short period. 

For those who have completed primary school, for every 100 short-term unemployed, there were 200 long-
term unemployed. The gap is exactly 1 to 2. This means that for every short-term unemployed person with 
primary education, there are two people with primary education who have been unemployed for a long 
period.

The highest gap is found amongst unemployed people with secondary education not completed. The ratio 
of long term to short term unemployment across education levels shows that tertiary education reduces 
chances of long-term unemployment. 

Could the challenge of long-term unemployment be a result of both poor skills in the labour force and 
jobless growth? Put differently, could the inability to translate economic growth into job creation result from 
inadequate skills in the labour market? These questions will be addressed in subsequent sections which 
looks at educational composition of long term-unemployed.

2.2 DOES EDUCATION ATTAINMENT AFFECT UNEMPLOYMENT STATUS?

Table 2 disaggregates unemployment by five categories: Job loser, job leaver, new-entrant, re-entrant, and 
those who last worked more than five years ago.  Of great concern are the two extremes: On one side, 
those who are unemployed and want to enter the labour market for the first time (new entrant), and on the 
other side, those who have been unemployed for a long time (last worked more than five years ago). Is 
there any difference in their education attainment? 

Table 2: Matrix for unemployment status and level of education: Eastern Cape distribution (%), 4Q2018

  Job loser Job leaver New entrant Re-entrant Other - last worked >5 years ago

No schooling 1.6 4.8 5.2 1.3 7.7

Primary not completed 10.3 8.4 12.3 13.4 26.5

Primary completed 5.2 1.9 8.3 6.4 9.5

Secondary not completed 43.7 49.0 56.5 47.6 38.5

Secondary completed 30.4 21.6 15.0 22.1 11.1

Tertiary 8.2 14.3 2.1 8.5 6.0

Other 0.6 - 0.6 0.7 0.7

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Own calculations derived from Stats SA
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Table 2 shows that only 2.1% of new-entrant workers have tertiary education compared to 56.5% of new 
entrants with secondary not completed. This is expected because it is much easier for graduates to enter 
the labour market for the first time than it is for those who have not completed secondary school. The same 
reality is observed amongst unemployed people who last worked more than five years ago. Hence, it can 
be concluded that the level of education attainment does affect the duration and status of unemployment. 
However, the level of long-term unemployment in the province has persisted and if nothing is done, it could 
lead to ever more harmful socio-economic consequences.

According to Stats SA, the official definition of unemployment refers to those people who took active steps 
to find employment. The official unemployment rate in 4Q2018 was 36.1%. Youth unemployment was at its 
record high level of 49.9%. The overall determinants of high levels of unemployment were: Lack of skills for 
jobs required by the economy; young job seekers believe the probability of finding a job is so low that they 
do not even attempt to look for a job; lack of work experience; lack of job search capabilities and networks; 
companies find it risky and costly to employ young people; and the rate of population growth among 
youth far exceeds the number of jobs created by the Eastern Cape Province. As previously mentioned, low 
aggregate demand for labour has also contributed to unemployment (see Figure 1). 

2.2.1 How the level of education attained affects the level of unemployment

It was noted earlier that the industrialisation in the province is geared toward capital intensive production 
process. The shift also explains why there are high levels of unemployment amongst the less educated, a 
result of diminishing demand of unskilled labour. Banerjee et al, (2008:23) have noted the decrease in the 
demand for less skilled labour in the secondary sector (especially manufacturing) in contrast to the demand 
for highly skilled in the service sector (especially finance and government). 

Figure 3: Eastern Cape unemployment rate for people with different education levels (Official and Expanded definition, 4Q2018) 
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Figure 3 presents official and expanded unemployment rates by levels of education in the Eastern Cape 
Province in 4Q2018. It reveals that education is an important determinant of unemployment in the province. 
The official unemployment for different education attainment levels is expected to be low amongst workers 
with tertiary education and high amongst workers with less education. For example, in 4Q2018, the highest 
unemployment rate (expanded definition) was recorded amongst people with less than primary completed 
(51.6%) followed by people who had not completed secondary level (50.2%). The number of discouraged 
work-seekers with tertiary qualifications has increased from 8 290 in 4Q2013 to 9 201 in 4Q2018 (11.0 
percentage points), comparatively a much smaller percentage.

There is a large gap in the unemployment rate between people with no schooling and those with who have 
not completed primary, using both the official and expanded definition. The gap is small for those with 
matric and tertiary qualifications. This implies that there is more discouraged work-seekers among those 
with less education than among those with a higher education level.
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Emphasising further the role of education in the labour market, Branson, Leibbrandt and Zuze (2009), 
assessed education returns for each level of education attained. Their findings showed consistency with 
Leibbrandt et al. (2010) and Banerjee et al. (2008), revealing that matric and post-secondary education 
improve access to the job market, with the probability of employment improving substantially on 
completion of matric with a further improvement for post-secondary schooling.

2.2.2 Why are people not economically active? What are their reasons for not looking for work? 

People who are inactive and do not look for work do so for various reasons, ranging from being a student 
or a home-maker, to health reasons, age (too young or too old to work), or being discouraged from seeking 
employment.

Table 3 provides reasons why matriculates and graduates are inactive. In 4Q2018, “too young or old” for 
work was the main reason for people with tertiary qualifications, while studying was the main reason 
provided by people with matric. 

Table 3: Reasons why matriculates and graduates are not economically active: Eastern Cape, 4Q2018

Reasons for not working 2018Q4
 % unemployed distribution 4Q2018                               %change 4Q2013-4Q2018

Matric Tertiary Matric Tertiary

Scholar/student 30.3 11.2 3.2% -3.8%

Home-maker 18.3 11.1 20.1% 91.5%

Health reasons 6.4 2.6 -13.4% -49.4%

Too young/old/retired 11.9 57.9 47.7% 88.4%

Discouraged work-seekers 23.0 12.1 2.2% 11.0%

Other 10.2 5.0 148.0% 127.7%

  100.0 100.0  

Source: Own calculations derived from Stats SA

2.2.3 Educational composition and profile of unemployed by gender, population groups and age groups 
(youth and adult)

Analysis by population group shows that unemployment is high amongst Africans and Coloureds with 
secondary not completed, whilst unemployment is high for Whites with secondary schooling completed. 
The gender ratio shows that 47.9% of the unemployed are male and 52.1% are female. Youth unemployment 
(58.7%) supersedes the adult unemployed rate of 41.3%.

Table 4: Demographics of unemployed by level of education: (Eastern Cape, 4Q2018)

Level of education attainment
Age Gender Race

Youth Adult Male Female African Coloured
Indian/

Asian White

No schooling 1 961 5 211 4 124 3 048 7 172 - - -

Less than primary completed 37 462 41 373 54 499 24 336 77 475 1 360 - -

Primary completed 24 035 19 264 29 641 13 658 39 733 3 565 - -

Secondary not completed 280 042 89 849 191 547 178 344 334 752 31 502 2 437 1 200

Secondary completed 167 926 56 534 116 821 107 639 184 853 33 334 1 214 5 058

Tertiary 37 599 15 125 18 559 34 165 46 330 2 772 - 3 622

Other 1 496 0 707 789 1 496 - - -

 550 521 227 355 415 898 361 978 691 812 72 534 3 651 9 880
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Level of education attainment
Age Gender Race

Youth Adult Male Female African Coloured
Indian/

Asian White

No schooling 0,4 2,3 1,0 0,8 1,0 0,0 0,0 0,0

Less than primary completed 6,8 18,2 13,1 6,7 11,2 1,9 0,0 0,0

Primary completed 4,4 8,5 7,1 3,8 5,7 4,9 0,0 0,0

Secondary not completed 50,9 39,5 46,1 49,3 48,4 43,4 66,8 12

Secondary completed 30,5 24,9 28,1 29,7 26,7 46,0 33,2 51

Tertiary 6,8 6,7 4,5 9,4 6,7 3,8 0,0 37

Other 0,3 0,0 0,2 0,2 0,2 0,0 0,0 0

 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0

Source: Own calculations derived from Stats SA

Below we discuss the following findings emanating from an analysis of Table 3. In 4Q2018, there were: 

• More youth unemployed (37 599) with tertiary qualifications than their adult counterparts (15 125). The 
opposite is observed among unemployed with no schooling,

• Fewer youth with no schooling are unemployed (1 961) than their adult counterparts (5 211), 
• There are more females with tertiary qualifications unemployed (34 165) than their male counterparts 

(18 559). Reasons for this phenomenon need further investigation. ECSECC’s report on gender in the 
labour market provides further analysis of this. 

It is important to note that the high number of youth with secondary and tertiary education that are 
unemployed signifies that the economy is not fully utilising human potential. In turn, high social costs 
accrue to government, which is currently spending considerable funds on education, social services and 
social welfare. The expenditure on education per head in South Africa is already very high compared to 
other developing countries. However, the outcome of education is not matching the cost (Esther M.K.; 
Haroon B., 2014:4).

2.3 LABOUR MARKET OUTCOMES OF EDUCATIONAL QUALIFICATIONS 

2.3.1 What are the different fields of study and highest post-school qualifications attained in the Eastern 
Cape labour market?

The province’s labour force is endowed with various skills. However, not all skills are utilised in the 
provincial economy. Nevertheless, it is important to quantify what skills are available among people in the 
working age group, for economically active people (labour force), for employed, and also for unemployed 
(including discouraged work-seekers).  

Given the shortage of highly skilled labour in the Eastern Cape and South African economies, our analysis 
will focus on the fields of study in which post-school qualifications were obtained. The outcome is provided 
in Table 5 and Figure 4. Ranking the field of study done by the labour force, the result shows that in 4Q2018, 
Education, Health, Business & Commerce & Finance, Computer Science, and Public Administration and 
Social Science were the top five fields of study reported in the Eastern Cape labour force.
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Figure 4: Labour force and field of study in which the post-school qualification has been obtained: Eastern Cape, 4Q2018
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The MIC SETA Sector Skills Plan 2019 to 2024 report lists the top 10 occupations with hard-to-fill vacancies 
in South Africa and the quantity needed as follows: Software Developer (1 131), Computer Network and 
Systems Engineer (352), ICT Systems Analyst (316), Programmer Analyst (165), ICT Security Specialist 
(150), Business Analyst (126), Multimedia Designer (121), Advertising Specialist (106), Database Designer 
and Administrator (91) and, Telecommunications Network Engineer (91). It is, however, not clear how many 
skilled and qualified individuals are already available to meet this demand. 

Figure 4 shows the field of study in which post-school qualification has been obtained. Education, training 
or development (77 699) has the highest number of graduates, followed by Health or Health Sciences 
(35 700). The number of people who have obtained Mathematical Sciences (542), Computer Sciences (3 526) 
and Engineering (3 064) qualifications is relatively low. An analysis of the Vision 2030 for the province 
should be conducted to ascertain whether the top five fields of study cohere with anticipated development 
in the future. 

2.3.2 Labour absorption of qualification into employment

Table 4 summarises the fields of study in which post-school qualifications were obtained. From Table 4, it is 
possible to estimate the labour absorption rate (LAR) and the labour force participation rate (LFPR) for each 
field of study.
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Taking the example of Engineering or Engineering Technology, and using the official definition, more than 
half of people with a qualification in Engineering or Engineering Technology in the working age group are 
absorbed into employment (LAR = 76%). The rest are either unemployed or not economically active. The 
LFPR for people in Engineering or Engineering Technology is 87%. This rate is high compared to 76% for 
Information Technology and Computer Science. 

Table 5: Highest post-school qualification in different fields: Eastern Cape, 4Q2018

In which field is your highest post-school qualification?
Working 

population (age 
15+)

Labour force /
economically active Employed

Unemployed + 
Discouraged work 

seekers
Not economically active

Eastern Cape (4Q2018) 4 690 739 2 174 372 1 396 495 1 152 545 2 516 367

University/Technikon/College 291 262 237 749 201 006 43 464 53 513

Agriculture or Renewable natural resources 7 667 6 474 3 786 2 688 1 193

Architecture or environmental design 2 232 2 232 850 1 382 -

Arts, Visual or Performing 5 742 4 008 1 604 2 404 1 734

Business, commerce and management studies 41 585 31 692 20 070 15 979 9 893

Communication 9 206 8 831 8 831 - 375

Computer science 4 593 3 526 2 028 1 498 1 068

Education, training or development 100 985 77 699 69 836 9 508 23 286

Engineering or engineering technology 15 141 13 234 11 498 2 456 1 907

Health care or health sciences 44 316 35 700 34 666 1 034 8 616

Home economics 1 589 1 589 1 589 - -

Industrial arts, traders or technology 1 154 1 154 1 154 - -

Languages, linguistic or literature 1 444 1 444 1 444 - -

Law 9 082 9 082 8 300 782 -

Libraries or museums - - - - -

Life sciences or physical sciences 3 055 3 055 3 055 - -

Mathematical sciences 542 542 542 - -

Military sciences 593 593 593 - -

Philosophy, religion or theology 902 902 - 902 -

Physical education or leisure 1 490 1 490 1 490 - -

Psychology 1 266 1 266 1 266 - -

Public administration or social services 14 406 11 984 11 167 817 2 422

Social sciences or social studies 3 538 3 092 3 092 - 446

Other 20 734 18 161 14 146 4 015 2 572

Further education and training 128 306 86 826 68 346 21 680 41 480

Management 19 851 17 322 13 670 4 568 2 529

Marketing 8 754 6 869 5 288 1 581 1 885

Information technology and computer science 15 589 11 844 8 543 3 301 3 744

Finance, economics and accounting 12 807 8 772 8 061 1 608 4 036

Office administration 7 971 7 110 4 147 2 963 861

Electrical infrastructure construction 6 937 3 622 3 622 887 3 314

Civil engineering and building construction 10 785 8 825 5 786 3 537 1 960

Engineering 7 561 3 064 1 888 1 176 4 497

Primary agriculture 1 291 - - - 1 291

Hospitality 12 632 3 811 3 811 - 8 821

Tourism 2 059 2 059 - 2 059 -

Safety in society 475 475 475 - -

Mechatronics - - - - -

Education and development 6 240 1 501 1 501 - 4 739

Other 15 355 11 554 11 554 - 3 801

Unspecified 3 851 603 1 525 222 857 792 957 111 2 326 381

TOTAL - Eastern Cape 4 690 739 2 174 372 1 396 495 1 087 400 2 516 367

 Source: Own calculations derived from Stats SA

An interesting finding in Table 5 is that certain fields of study have minimal numbers of unemployed and 
discouraged work-seekers. The economy is quickly absorbing people with that skill or the economy still has 
demand for people with skills related to these fields. A good example is for Health Care or Health Sciences 
in Table 5. Very few unemployed or discouraged work-seekers in a particular field can be used as a proxy for 
critical skills and high demand.
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Should the province embark on new infrastructure projects of large magnitude that require more 
engineering expertise, the skills might have to be sourced elsewhere to meet the demand. This is not ideal 
for a country where the unemployment rate has already reached high levels.

The opposite is true: Too many unemployed and discouraged work-seekers in a particular field of 
study, could mean that the economy has no shortage of labour in that particular field, leading to a high 
unemployment rate for example in the Commerce and Computer Science fields of study). 

Other interesting findings from Table 5 reveal that:

• Of the 1 396 495 people employed in the Eastern Cape (in 4Q2018), there were 69 836 people in the 
Education, Training or Development field, 34 666 people in Health Care and Health Sciences, 20 070 
people in Business, Commerce and Management Studies and 11 167 people in Public Administration 
or Social Services. In total, people in the fields mentioned above accounted for 9.7% of the total 
employment in the province.

• The majority of discouraged work-seekers were in the field of Business & Commerce & Management 
(15 979), and Education, Training or Development (9 508), which suggests that the market is 
oversupplied by these fields of study or the skills possessed by graduates differ from the skills required 
by potential employers. 

• Looking at not economically active people, the majority is found in the fields of Business & Commerce 
& Management (9 893) and Education, Training or Development (23 286). This is anticipated since the 
bulk of not economically active population is made up of people who are furthering their education.

2.4. IMPACT OF EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT ON THE EASTERN CAPE LABOUR MARKET

2.4.1. Which economic sectors employ skilled people with tertiary qualification? 

The primary sectors, mainly Agriculture and Mining, historically hired large numbers of people with low 
skills levels. Both these sectors have turned to hire highly skilled workers, resulting in a decline in the 
number of jobs for low skilled and semi-skilled. The decline in low-skilled and middle-skilled jobs in these 
sectors is due to technological innovations in the production process which now requires less unskilled 
labour.

The Eastern Cape Planning Commission (ECPC) diagnostic report has identified the automotive sector, 
non-automotive manufacturing sector, Agriculture sector (agro-industrial value chain), tourism and 
infrastructure sector as catalytic for the realisation of the Vision 2030 for the province. What skills are 
available in these catalytic sectors? 

Table 6 provides an employment matrix by education and sector for 4Q2018. It shows the following results:

• Sectors that absorb more workers with tertiary qualifications are:  Government (163 958 workers), 
Manufacturing (18 566 workers) and Finance (35 226 workers). Put differently, for every 1 000 people 
working in Eastern Cape, 117 of them with tertiary qualifications are in Government (community 
services), compared 25 in Finance and 13 in Manufacturing. 

• Most workers with matric are employed in Trade (108 523 workers) followed by Government (110 722 
workers) and Finance sectors (35 226 workers).

• Workers with no schooling are largely employed by Construction, followed by Agriculture and Private 
Households. 

The economic sector with the most job opportunities for both educated and uneducated people is the 
community sector, which includes the public sector. 



15

Table 6: Sector & Education matrix: Distribution per 1000 employees, Eastern Cape (4Q2018)

Per 1000 employees Total
No 

schooling

Less than 
primary 

completed

Primary 
completed

Secondary not 
completed

Secondary 
completed

Tertiary Other

Agriculture 58 3 20 5 24 4 2 0

Mining and quarrying 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0

Manufacturing 90 0 9 3 30 35 13 0

Electricity 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Construction 118 5 21 7 62 16 6 0

Wholesale and retail 
trade 203 0 9 12 78 90 13 1

Transport 53 0 2 1 26 21 4 0

Finance 108 1 4 1 37 39 25 0

Community services 283 1 12 9 63 79 117 1

Private households 85 3 16 14 38 13 0 1

Total 1 000 13 94 51 359 297 182 3

Number of workers Total
No 

schooling

Less than 
primary 

completed

Primary 
completed

Secondary not 
completed

Secondary 
completed

Tertiary Other

Agriculture 81 408 3 588 28 462 6 774 34 365 5 023 3 196 -

Mining and quarrying 741 - - - 741 - - -

Manufacturing 126 342 79 12 469 3 733 41 845 49 651 18 566 -

Electricity 1 528 - - - - 771 757 -

Construction 164 163 7 497 29 683 10 178 85 811 22 411 8 584 -

Wholesale and retail 
trade 283 927 484 12 410 16 205 108 523 126 175 18 200 1 929

Transport 74 002 - 2 354 752 36 319 28 744 5 833 -

Finance 150 302 1 400 6 250 1 511 52 098 53 816 35 226 -

Community services 395 301 1 286 17 367 12 262 88 626 110 722 163 958 1 081

Private households 118 781 4 033 21 767 19 347 53 118 18 695 - 1 822

Total 1 396 495 18 368 130 762 70 762 501 443 416 009 254 320 4 832

Source: Own calculations derived from Stats SA

In percentage terms, Table 6 shows that 41.8% of all workers in Government have tertiary qualifications; 
42.2% of all workers in Agriculture have not completed secondary education and 35.8% of workers in 
Finance have completed secondary school. Sectors that largely employ workers who have complete 
secondary education are: Electricity (50.5%); Trade (44.4%); Manufacturing (39.3%); Transport (38.8%); and, 
Finance (35.8%).

The Agriculture and Mining sectors have been declining and are employing far less people than before. 
Coupled with the expansion of service sectors such as finance and business services in terms of gross 
value added (GVA) and total employed, this might explain the structural shift from unskilled labour to 
highly skilled and more capital intensive labour. Explaining the high levels of unemployment amongst the 
less educated in terms of demand and supply of labour, Banerjee et al. (2008:23) noted the decrease in 
the demand for less skilled labour (especially in Agriculture and Mining) that coincided with a boom in the 
supply of unskilled labour.

2.4.2. Sector and occupation matrix, a distribution per 1000 workers

Infrastructure and Construction are amongst the main priority sectors in the province. They require 
innovation and highly skilled labour in strategic positions and occupations for them to remain on the 
cutting edge. In Table 4, civil engineering and building construction were noted amongst the fields of study 
with a high employment absorption rate and with an insignificant number of unemployed or discouraged 
work-seekers. If the province does not produce more workers in this field, it may have to source them from 
abroad to meet future demand, particularly for large projects. Table 6 below shows that for every 1 000 
workers in the Eastern Cape, 117 are employed in the construction sector.
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Table 7: Sector & Occupation matrix: Distribution per 1000 employees, Eastern Cape (4Q2018)

Occupation/ Sector
Total Agriculture Mining 

and 
quarrying

Manufacturing Electricity Construction Trade Transport Finance Community 
services

Private 
households

Legislators, senior 
officials and managers 74 1 0 7 0 4 18 9 13 22 0

Professionals 41 0 0 2 0 1 0 0 5 33 0

Technical and associate 
professionals 93 0 0 10 0 2 2 1 16 62 0

Clerks 106 1 0 7 0 2 38 6 16 37 0

Service workers and 
shop and market sales 
workers 183 0 0 3 0 0 69 2 36 73 0

Skilled agricultural and 
fishery workers 7 6 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0

Craft and related trades 
workers 106 0 0 24 0 57 22 1 1 0 0

Plant and machine 
operators and 
assemblers 63 4 1 20 1 2 7 26 3 0 0

Elementary Occupation 252 46 0 16 0 49 47 9 19 55 11

Domestic workers 74 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 74

Total 1 000 58 1 90 1 117 203 53 108 283 85

                       

Occupation/ Sector
Total Agriculture Mining 

and 
quarrying

Manufacturing Electricity Construction Trade Transport Finance Community 
services

Private 
households

Legislators, senior 
officials and managers 103 649 1 717 - 10 047 - 6 171 24 698 11 954 18 668 30 394 -

Professionals 57 447 - - 2 917 - 896 588 162 6 653 46 231 -

Technical and associate 
professionals 130 425 646 - 14 435 - 2 583 2 263 1 546 21 816 87 135 -

Clerks 148 143 797 - 9 629 - 2 187 53 509 8 096 21 757 52 167 -

Service workers and 
shop and market sales 
workers 255 492 - - 4 268 - - 96 241 2 278 50 773 101 313 620

Skilled agricultural and 
fishery workers 9 669 8 016 - - - - 1 653 - - - -

Craft and related trades 
workers 148 641 - - 34 234 - 80 622 30 481 1 764 946 593 -

Plant and machine 
operators and 
assemblers 87 926 5 387 741 28 364 1 528 2 772 9 126 35 705 3 728 576 -

Elementary Occupation 351 913 64 845 - 22 450 - 68 932 65 368 12 497 25 960 76 892 14 970

Domestic workers 103 191 - - - - - - - - - 103 191

Total 1 396 495 81 408 741 126 342 1 528 164 163 283 927 74 002 150 302 395 301 118 781

Source: Own calculations derived from Stats SA

Table 7 shows the sectors and occupation (skills level) where jobs are concentrated starting with the 
employment structure of the provincial economy. Table 6 provides important lessons:

• It reveals a highly stratified society where the majority of workers occupy semi-and low-skill 
occupations. 

• Government employs the highest number of people, across almost all skills- and occupational 
categories. The Manufacturing sector is not creating enough jobs. 

• The structural make-up of the labour market is made up of medium- to low-skilled workers. There are 
few industries employing people in technical fields. 
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2.4.3. Are there any improvements in the trends of skilled workers?

The occupation classification distinguishes three types of skill levels: 

(1) Low-skilled labour, which comprises domestic workers and elementary occupation. 
(2) Semi-skilled labour, which is made up of clerks; service workers; shop and market sales workers; craft 

and related trade workers; skilled agriculture and fishery workers; and, plant and machinery operators. 
(3) Skilled labour, which comprises legislators, senior and middle managers; professionals; and, technical 

and associate professionals. 

Figure 5 provides a trend analysis of skills, semi-skilled and low-skilled labour of people employed in the 
Eastern Cape. Historically, the Eastern Cape has been a labour reserve that produces labourers and sends 
them to other provinces. This is also expressed in the 2011 Census that showed the Eastern Cape as the 
province with the highest migration rate.

Figure 5: Performance and trend analysis of skills levels of people employed in the Eastern Cape, 4Q2018
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Figure 5 shows that the province is dominated by semi-skilled and low-skilled labour. This is perhaps 
attributed to the fact that sectors such as Agriculture and Mining that absorb unskilled labour have been 
declining. Skilled labour in the province remains low. The skilled labour trend is slightly downward, 
signifying that the province is gradually losing skilled workers. This is a major concern to the economy and 
further study should be conducted to investigate the reasons for the decline as well as the type of skills that 
the province is losing.

2.4.4 What levels of education are attained by entrepreneurs in the Eastern Cape?

People who work for their own account are entrepreneurs. In the ECSECC (2015) report on the Potential Role 
of Micro Businesses and Entrepreneurs in the Eastern Cape Informal Sector, Statistics South Africa defines 
entrepreneurship as “any attempt at new business or new venture creation, such as self-employment, 
a new business organisation, or the expansion of an existing business, by an individual, a team of 
individuals, or an established business”.
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Table 8: Entrepreneurs’ level of education in the Eastern Cape labour market: 4Q2018

Number of workers Total
No 

schooling
Primary 

completed
Secondary not 

completed
Secondary 
completed

Tertiary Other

Working for someone else for pay 1 089 295 16 817 56 271 414 802 366 128 231 140 4 136

An employer 68 595 1 194 6 881 22 608 22 681 15 230 0

Own account worker 101 684 356 7 610 62 759 23 568 6 695 696

Helping without pay 6 160 0 0 1 274 3 631 1 254 0

 1 265 734 18 368 70 762 501 443 416 009 254 320 4 832

        

Number of workers Total
No 

schooling
Primary 

completed
Secondary not 

completed
Secondary 
completed

Tertiary Other

Working for someone else for pay 861 13 44 328 289 183 3

An employer 54 1 5 18 18 12 0

Own account worker 80 0 6 49 19 5 1

Helping without pay 5 0 0 1 3 1 0

 1 000 15 56 396 329 201 4

Source: Own calculations derived from Stats SA

Entrepreneurship is critical to the development and well-being of society. Entrepreneurs drive and shape 
innovation and contribute indirectly to productivity. Entrepreneurship is thus a catalyst and driver of 
economic growth. Entrepreneurs who introduce innovative products or services should be encouraged 
as they have the potential to significantly impact employment growth and improve social and economic 
development. 

Table 8 shows that for every 1 000 people employed in the Eastern Cape, 80 fell under the category of 
entrepreneurs. That is, only 8% of people fall under the category of entrepreneurs, compared to 86% who 
are working for someone else for pay. For potential entrepreneurs to be successful, there are important 
elements such as access to funding, support, and education and training that need strengthening to truly 
build a thriving entrepreneurial society. However, as far as education is concerned, of the 80 entrepreneurs 
more than half (49) of them had no secondary completed. At least 5 of the 80 had tertiary education and 
19 have completed secondary education. The Technology sector and other areas such as research and 
innovation in the province will lack entrepreneurs because these areas demand highly skilled people. 

2.4.5 Which institutions employs graduates in the province?

Improving employment opportunities in the province requires a broad and concerted effort from all 
stakeholders: Private sector, public sector, NGO, and households. While governments are primarily 
responsible for creating an enabling environment for economic growth, other institutions (private sector, 
NGO, households) play an important role as major providers of jobs.

Table 9: Eastern Cape institutions’ employment capacity, 4Q2018

 
Total No 

schooling
Primary 

completed

Secondary 
not 

completed

Secondary 
completed

Tertiary Other

National/provincial/local government 373 676 6 437 30 993 12 115 89 276 81 089 153 766

Government controlled business (e.g. 
Eskom, Telkom) 11 873 - 457 - 3 546 4 259 3 612

A private enterprise 819 930 5 404 61 506 36 208 323 834 297 911 92 058

Non-profit organisation (NGO/CBO) 24 558 - 2 050 315 12 729 7 746 1 717

A private household 162 598 6 526 35 757 22 124 70 141 25 004 1 224

Do not know 3 860 - - - 1 917 - 1 943

Total 1 396 495 18 368 130 762 70 762 501 443 416 009 254 320
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Total

No 
schooling

Primary 
completed

Secondary 
not 

completed

Secondary 
completed

Tertiary Other

National/provincial/local government 268 5 22 9 64 58 110

Government controlled business (e.g. 
Eskom, Telkom) 9 0 0 0 3 3 3

A private enterprise 587 4 44 26 232 213 66

Non-profit organisation (NGO/CBO) 18 0 2 0 9 6 1

A private household 116 5 26 16 50 18 1

Do not know 3 0 0 0 1 0 2

Total 1 000 13 94 51 359 298 183

Source: Own calculations derived from Stats SA

Table 9 shows that for every 1 000 people employed in the Eastern Cape, 587 are from the private sector, 
268 from Government, 116 from private households, 18 from NGO and nine from public entities.  The 
private sector is the main employer, employing 59% of the workers in the province. 

For every 1 000 people employed in various institutions, 298 have tertiary qualifications. Of these 298 
graduates, 213 are employed by the private sector and 58 are employed by the public sector (government). 
The private sector employs the most graduates. 

Looking at Table 8 in percentage terms, in 4Q2018 workers with tertiary qualifications were predominantly 
employed in the private sector (72%). Government employed 24% of workers with secondary education. 

2.4.6 What is the level of education attainment in the Eastern Cape labour markets?

Worldwide, economies (including South Africa) are becoming more and more knowledge-based. In the 
knowledge-based economy, innovation is critical for development and highly skilled labour is needed 
in order for the country to be able to compete globally. In the Eastern Cape, 15% of the labour force has 
tertiary qualifications. This may be insufficient to generate the quality of innovative output to accelerate 
economic growth. According to the World Bank database (2014), 40% of the labour force in Belgium has 
tertiary qualifications, while Finland has 38%, France has 34%, Norway has 37%, the UK has 38% and Spain 
has 38%.

Figure 5 shows that the majority (40%) of the labour force has not completed secondary school. Unless they 
update their skill level, they might become redundant in the upcoming decade as the economy is gradually 
becoming more and more knowledge-based. 

Although the 15% labour force with tertiary qualifications is on one hand insufficient, it includes people who 
are unemployed and others who are discouraged to look for work. The question is: What kind of graduates 
should South Africa produce so that they can be absorbed by the economy and contribute to transformation 
of society? What about long term unemployed graduates who are discouraged from seeking employment? 

Firstly, these questions point not only to the economic systems and structures, but also to an education 
system that could be producing graduates with skills which are not needed in the market, also referred to 
as supply and demand mismatch. Secondly, it could suggest that the economy is not creating enough new 
jobs to absorb new entrants.
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Figure 6: Eastern Cape Labour Force by level of education: 4Q2013 - 4Q2018
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Looking at the labour force (4Q2013 – 4Q2018), the size of the labour force with tertiary education improved 
by one percentage point. There is a significant change in the percentage of working age population with 
secondary education completed, from 26% in 4Q2013 to 29% in 4Q2018. The percentage of working age 
population with secondary education not completed declined from 44% (4Q2013) to 40% (4Q2018). 

There is a popular belief that the labour market favours educated people. This is confirmed by recent 
literature on developments within the labour market. Banerjee et al. (2008:24) argue that the pool of skilled 
and highly skilled people stand a better chance to be employed while the less skilled have more often 
become relegated to the ranks of the unemployed. In their study, Branson et al. (2013:5) suggested that 
completing secondary school and tertiary education provides an important advantage in the labour market, 
improving access to jobs and affording workers higher earnings.

Table 9: Labour force and education matrix, Eastern Cape: 4Q2018

Status Employed Unemployed Discouraged job seeker

No schooling 1.3 0.9 1.7

Less than primary completed 9.4 10.1 13.8

Primary completed 5.1 5.6 6.4

Secondary not completed 35.9 47.6 56.9

Secondary completed 29.8 28.9 17.5

Tertiary 18.2 6.8 2.5

Other 0.3 0.2 1.3

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0

Source: Own calculations derived from Stats SA

Table 9 shows that in 4Q2018, only 2.5% of all discouraged work-seekers had a tertiary qualification 
as opposed to 56.9% with secondary not completed. Similarly, 6.8% of all unemployed had a tertiary 
qualification as opposed to 47.6% with secondary not completed. In 4Q2018, of all employed people in 
the province, 18.2% had a tertiary qualification, 35.9% had matriculated, and the majority (35.9%) had not 
completed secondary school. 

The supply and demand mismatch is contributing to the increase in the number of unemployed and 
discouraged work-seekers. New jobs that become available often require competencies that the 
unemployed do not possess. Such supply and demand mismatches will make the labour market react more 
slowly to any acceleration in activity over the medium term, unless supporting policies to re-skill workers 
are applied.
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2.4.7 Comparison of informal and formal employment by level of education attainment

There is a huge inequality in the education levels among people who are formally employed and those 
who are in informal employment in the Eastern Cape. Over half (51.7%) of those informally employed 
have secondary education not completed and only 22.1% have completed secondary education. In formal 
sector employment, only 25.1% have tertiary education and 34.2% have completed secondary education. 
The 4.5% of people in informal employment with tertiary education is not a surprising finding. This could 
be due to a number of reasons:  Lack of employment opportunities in fields graduated in, labour market 
competitiveness, discouraged graduates in formal employment search or those selected graduates with 
an entrepreneurial spirit who have decided to be their own bosses but are still struggling to grow their 
business.

Figure 7: Formal and informal employment distribution by level of education: Eastern Cape (4Q2018)
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The informal sector has recently been recognised for its potential to create jobs and stimulate economic 
growth. Between 1995 and 2013, jobs in the formal sector declined while employment in the informal 
sector improved.  Since more jobs are being created in the informal sector, the need for skill and training 
development become paramount.
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PART 3
Conclusion

This report has provided a nuanced picture of the structure of the Eastern Cape labour market. An attempt 
was made to quantify the skill levels available in the provincial economy with the aim to determine the role 
that education plays in economic development of the Eastern Cape labour market. The result showed that 
completed secondary and tertiary education is an advantage in the labour market, and tertiary qualifications 
have better labour absorption than others education levels. 

The report shows that sectors (such as Agriculture and Manufacturing) with the potential for employing 
large numbers of low- and semi- skilled people are declining. In order for the province to achieve its Vision 
2030, a range of structural interventions are needed. These include: 

• New incentives in areas like Manufacturing and Agriculture which will help create jobs immediately.
• Investment in infrastructure, such as energy, logistics and ICT. 
• Considering new financing models and integration of the Eastern Cape into local and regional 

strategies. 
• Optimising beneficiation of resource endowments, with careful consideration of local control and 

broader socio-economic development. 
• Investment in human capabilities through the schooling system from early childhood development to 

tertiary education and active labour market policies. This includes new steps to better match workers 
and their skills to currently available jobs, including re-training the long-term unemployed whose skills 
have become outdated due to technology innovations.Labour relations measures are required that 
create balance between protecting existing employment and enabling the creation of new employment. 

This strategy requires stable and capable institutions and the right institutional configurations. 
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DEFINITIONS

Education attainment in this report is presented as seven separated categories specified as follows:

• No schooling: These individuals have never attended an educational institution.
• Less primary:  These individuals have attained some primary school education.
• Primary completed: These individuals have completed primary school (i.e. grade 7).
• Secondary not completed: These individuals have attained some secondary school education.
• Secondary completed: These individuals have completed their secondary schooling (i.e. grade 12).
• Tertiary: These individuals have a certificate/diploma/degree qualifications.

Employed persons are those aged 15 – 64 years who, during the reference week, did any work for at least 
one hour, or had a job or business but were not at work (temporarily absent).

Not economically active: Persons aged 15 – 64 years who are neither employed nor unemployed in the 
reference week.

Unemployed persons are those (aged 15 – 64 years) who: 

• Were not employed in the reference week.
• Actively looked for work or tried to start a business in the four weeks preceding the survey interview.
• Were available for work, i.e. would have been able to start work or a business in the reference week.
• Had not actively looked for work in the past four weeks but had a job or business to start at a definite 

date in the future and were available. 

The labour force comprises all persons who are employed plus all persons who are unemployed.

Unemployment rate is the proportion of the labour force that is unemployed.

The working-age population comprises all persons aged 15 – 64 years.
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