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South 
Africa

1.

is one of the 
most difficult 

places in the 
world to find a 

job1, especially 
if you’re young. 
Those who do find work are often helped by 

family and friends, who put them in touch with 

employers, connect them to work opportunities, 

or lend them money to keep looking for work in 

tough times. This is evidenced in a wide2 and deep3  

body of South African research that shows the 

power of social ties and social status in shaping our 

survival, stability, and success in the labour market.

Youth Capital is an advocacy campaign with a mission to 
drive youth-centred, evidence-based and collective action 

towards tackling the systemic challenges that result in 
youth unemployment in South Africa. 

Its Action Plan combines 
data with young 

people’s experiences 
to shift gears on youth 

employment.
2.

Introduction

ed
u

catio
n

A
ll w

ho start should finish.

JO
B

S
A
ll w

ork m
ust be a stepping stone to jobs.

tr
a

n
si

ti
o

n
s

Ev
er

yo
ne

 s
ho

ul
d 

be
 s

up
po

rt
ed

.

#1
certify

us

#4
support
us beyond 
the 
classroom

#5
make

job-seeking
affordable

#6
grow our
circles

#8
all
experience
must matter

#9
Unlock Public 

Opportunities 

#10
make public 
employment 
work

#7
bridge the 

information
gap

#3
make us 

count

#2
catch
us up

Throughout our personal lives, we survive and thrive through our 
relationships with other people. 

  a Also known as a barbeque or braai

The world of work is no different. Take a car wash, for example: a recently published study4 explored social connections 
between young men that are working informally in and around a car wash located in the heart of Zandspruit informal 

settlement, in Johannesburg. Rather than being a stand-alone business, the car wash was at the centre of a web of informal 
businesses that included the taxi industry, informal mechanics, and the chesa nyama. a Young men gathered at the car wash 

to socialise, pass time, and ‘hustle’ for work. Youth Capital’s consultations confirmed that young people often learned of 
opportunities at these types of community hubs, including train stations, schools, clinics, and community centres.

Over the past year, Youth Capital consulted with more than 700 young people across the country to find out how they 
understood and experienced the impact of social connections in their journey to quality work. Ninety-five percent of them 
agreed that they need ‘connections’ along the road to finishing their studies or finding work opportunities, and six out of 
ten said they had found work and study opportunities this way.

Ninety-five percent of them agreed that they need ‘connections’ along the road to finishing their 
studies or finding work opportunities. 

Six out of ten said they had found work and study 
opportunities this way.

95%
5%

YES

NO
700 Respondents



Young men spent time at the car wash, taking up odd 
jobs, and becoming known for their work ethic and skills 
to the people in surrounding industries. By being visible 
to potential employers and co-workers, and growing their 
social connections, young men at the Zandspruit car 
wash gained leverage in this particular slice of the local 
economy. In more ways than one, their livelihoods were 
created and sustained through “making plans with other 
people.” 5 Relationships between young men at the car 
wash were built on the principle of “flexible reciprocity.” 6 
Those who currently had money or work would help those 
who didn’t. This gave these young men a type of informal 
insurance, helping them survive from one job to the next 
and enabling work-seeking.

3. 4.

“making plans 
with oth er 
people”



Youth Capital’s consultations reflected this dynamic. Discussing the ‘positive impacts’ of strong 
social networks, one of the young participants spoke about how these benefits may not always be 
immediate. But they can create a sense of opportunity and motivation over the long-term:

Just like at the Zandspruit car wash, there are other social environments where young 
people are building connections and finding opportunity – like church. Another Youth Capital 
participant told this story: 

Research and consultations with young people show us that social connections create a    
multi-layered safety-net that not only supports young people but helps them rise. As each 
of us journeys to our first quality job and a sustainable livelihood, we inevitably mobilise our 
social networks for access, information, support, and opportunity. 

Just as job-seekers use connections to find employers, employers also use connections to find 
candidates. In South Africa, employers often rely on professional networks and past employees 
to find the right person for the job7.  

“Even if it doesn’t lead to opportunities right 
away”, they said, “it can be a source of hope in a 
situation where opportunities are few and far 
between.”

“Someone at church came up 
to me [one day] and asked if I 
would like to assist in their 
business and I said ‘yes I am 
available’. Social places 
like church are valuable 
because young people help 
each other there, share 
opportunities with each 
other so that you don’t have 
to struggle alone.”

5.

Why social connections matter. 

In the early 1990s, for example, a researcher found two specific 
dairies in Port Elizabeth and Cape Town who had employed the 
large majority of their workers from one village in rural Ciskei. 
One migrant worker had referred another, and so the chain went 
on, with family members and neighbours all working at a factory 
hundreds of kilometres away from their homes.8 In many places 
in South Africa today, this principle remains the same: people 
are referred for jobs by somebody they know – somebody who 
often already has a relationship with the employer. Without these 
connections, getting a foot in the door can be difficult. 

Living with someone who is employed can create 
access to productive social networks. But 42% of 
South Africa’s young people (aged 15 to 24) live in 
households with no employed adult.9 Without close ties to 
someone in their circles who is formally employed, many young 
people are often cut off from social networks that can give them 
information about, or access to, the labour market. With fewer 
financial resources, these young people also find it more difficult 
to build these connections on their own. More than half of 
15-24-year-olds live in households with a per capita 
monthly income of less than R779.10 They cannot afford 
the high costs of mobile data or internet cafés, which would 
allow them to search for jobs or education opportunities or build 
digital communities. Research tells us that, when confronted with 
the high costs of job-seeking, seven out of ten young people 
borrow money from their relatives to look for work.11 But without 
relatives to borrow from, young people in poorer households 
are even more stuck. This is why participants in Youth Capital’s 
consultations so often defined social assets as the ability to 
mobilise resources (ukuba nezinto). As one participant said, 
“the kind of home you come from, your background affects your 
ability to find opportunity”.

Research, and direct consultations with young people, 
tell us that social connections matter. But many young 
people in South Africa don’t have them. This is part of the 
reason that two in ten young people (between the ages of 24-35) 
are without work.

The proportion of young people living in a home where no-one 
is employed increases to almost 60% in the Eastern Cape and 
Limpopo provinces, and to as much as 80% in some of the 
poorest municipalities of the country.12 It’s no wonder that so 
many of the young people who spoke to Youth Capital describe 
“where you live” and “where you come from” as a critical 
factor in how connected they are, and whether they are able to 
leverage those connections for productive opportunities. Those 
living outside major metros, for example, often find themselves 
at a disadvantage in the job search.

Because of the power of social status and positioning in 
determining job prospects, some researchers describe the 
South African labour market as consisting of two groups: a 
well-connected group of ‘insiders’, and a second (much larger) 
group of ‘outsiders’, whose limited connections to those who are 
wealthy and working, keep them trapped in unemployment or in 
low-paid, insecure or unskilled work.13

6.

42%

R799

 employed 
adultS  



While social connections can create webs of inclusion that grow young people’s circles, link them to 
opportunities and resources, and keep them from falling through the cracks; they can also exclude 

young people, privileging the ‘insiders’ and leaving the ‘outsiders’ trapped on the margins. 

7.

In South Africa, exclusive social networks have historically reproduced lines of privilege, connecting 
young, mainly white South Africans not only to opportunity, but also to intricate knowledge of the 

economy, from an early age. 

8.



How do we 

build social 

ties that 

connect, 

rather than 

exclude, 

young 
people?

Each of us has many types of social connections. To start, we have our inner circle, with close 
friends and family. These are usually the strongest and longest-lasting of our relationships. 
Researchers often refer to them as bonding ties; we can think of these as the foundation for 
strong attachments to people who play a critical role in our lives. If young people have close 
circles that are connected to information, resources, or industry, this can create powerful 
opportunities. A large Western Cape study, for example, showed that young men were more 
likely to be employed if their fathers lived in the same province as them, and if jobs in their 
father’s industry increased.14 

Young people know the importance of building close ties with trusted adults who can help them 
discover and navigate education and job opportunities and learn the hidden rules of the working 
world. For some, this adult might be a family member. But for others, adult mentors might 
come in the form of teachers, neighbours, or supervisors. Many of the young people who spoke 
to Youth Capital  described these adult mentors as being ‘like relatives’, in the sense that these 
were strong bonds with people they could trust. One participant said: “My teacher, he was like 
an uncle to me, he offered me an application to a scholarship.” 

9.

By building trusting and mentoring relationships with young 
people, adults can tangibly and powerfully strengthen and grow 
young people’s circles, boosting and stabilising their journey 
to quality work.   

“It’s about being 
known by the 
right person.” 
This means becoming visible to those outside your 
usual network. 

10.

In this brief, we showcase three local initiatives that are growing 
and deepening young people’s social connections, building and 
strengthening young people’s social ties; while also growing their 
technical and professional skills. 

When young people lack personal connections to grow their circles, 
evidence shows that local non-governmental organisations, as well 
as youth organisations, can provide the kind of mentoring and 
bridging capital that are often missing for youth from lower-income 
households.20

Unemployment is rooted in a wide variety of systemic roadblocks 
that young people face on their road to creating sustainable 
livelihoods; the reality is that we can’t wait for someone else to fix 
unemployment. The government, private sector, civil society, and 
young South Africans must work together to grow and deepen social 
support for young people, and strengthen their connections to the 
world of work. 

As part of its Calls to Action, Youth Capital, along with its network 
of youth and organisations, is advocating that we collectively #grow 
young people’s circles, as a way to shift systems of exclusion and 
draw young people closer to opportunity.

Research18 shows that this visibility can come from something 
as simple as a reference letter that speaks to the attitudes and 
aptitudes of a young person. Many young people also see social 
media19, including LinkedIn and Facebook, as a way to make 
themselves visible to audiences, customers, collaborators and 
prospective employers beyond their immediate environment.

According to a recent study – the biggest study of its kind – one of 
the most the most powerful predictors of whether a child escapes 
poverty in the United States is how many well-off people they know.16 
Cross-class friendships were found to be more powerful in predicting 
children’s upward mobility than the quality of their schooling, their 
family structure, or the availability of jobs. In other words: by building 
relationships across social and economic divides, we can start to erode 
the divides themselves. This is critical in South Africa, where 10% of the 
country hold 80% of the wealth,17 and inequality runs along stark lines of 
race, gender, and geography.

Bonding ties with close friends, family, or community members, 
are often our most accessible social resources. But to be thriving 
individuals, we also need connections that go beyond our inner circle. 
Bridging ties connect young people to relationships, resources and 
knowledge outside their immediate circles. You can think of these ties 
as a structure that helps young people rise above their circumstances. 
Building bridging ties is especially challenging for those from poorer 
households, particularly those in rural areas, with fewer links to centres 
of social or economic power.15 

As young people in Youth Capital’s 
consultations commented, 



In showcasing these 
initiatives, we aim to 
give working examples 
of how we can ignite 
chains of social 
connection in young 
people’s lives. 

Each of these 
connections helps to 
light their way, opening 
up new pathways on the 
journey to quality jobs. 

Bulungula Incubator is a community-driven development 
programme, based in the rural Eastern 
Cape, working to support young people from 
‘preconception to career’. This means focusing 
on education, nutrition, livelihoods, and social 
cohesion from early childhood all the way 
through a young person’s life. One of their 
initiatives, Bulungula Community Radio, is 
creating bonding networks, jobs and skills for 
young people at the radio station, while also 
using broadcasting to bridge information gaps 
and link young people to opportunities outside 
their community.  

WeThinkCode is training a generation of young software 
developers, partly by building their technical 
skills, but also by deliberately strengthening 
bonding ties between its students, as well as 
between students and industry professionals.

SAYes Mentoring is a Cape Town-based programme that creates 
mentoring relationships for vulnerable youth, 
giving them the increased social support and 
guidance they need to navigate opportunities 
and build confidence. 

11.

THE Preconception to Career strategy is building the foundation for a 
thriving community by focusing on these priorities:  

Bulungula Incubator (BI) is working to 
sustainably end poverty in a generation, 

while also enhancing community life 
and social cohesiveness in their rural 

Eastern Cape village. 

By supporting the existing richness and 
caring connections of community life, 
BI strengthens young people’s close 

social ties. Meanwhile, it also bridges 
and connects young people to resources 
outside of their existing circles through 
initiatives like the community radio or 

the local college.

BI is located in one of the most remote and 
rural parts of the Mbhashe municipality, in the 
Eastern Cape. When the project started in 2004, 
there was no road infrastructure, no access to 
healthcare or safe drinking water, no functioning 
schools, and no electricity or sanitation systems. 
Almost all adults in the village were illiterate and 
residents’ livelihood relied solely on subsistence 
farming, government grants, and wage 
remittances from migrant workers. 

BI soon realised that these issues stemmed 
from deep-seated inequalities and disadvantage, 
that started to take root early in children’s 
lives. This is why BI, together with the local 
community, co-created the ‘Preconception 
to Career’ approach. The approach includes 
four programmes that are targeted to support 
residents to complete their education, reap the 
economic benefits of a flourishing local economy, 
access nutrition and healthcare, and keep young 
people inspired and motivated.

Bulungula 
Incubator

Bulungula Community Radio broadcasts 
to 78 surrounding villages and remains 
the most reliable and popular form of 
communication in the area.

95% of community members are COVID 
vaccinated (also recognised as a model 
for a successful COVID vaccination 
campaign in a rural area).

First ever high school in the 
Xhora Mouth Administrative 
Area graduating the most 
Matrics in a single year in the 
history of the area

Impact Stats

Education Growing a vibrant village 

through interventions that 

promote social cohesion 

among young people

1. 2. 3. 4.

Nutrition and Health Sustainable Livelihoods

12.



A unique context with 
unique challenges.
Unlike their urban peers, young people living in 
the remote villages around Mbhashe municipality 
are disconnected from main roads and access to 
information is limited because of weak internet 
networks. However, the community life and 
traditional leadership structure in their villages also 
provided young people with important resources and 
capabilities, referred to in their engagement with 
Youth Capital as ‘community wealth’. 

When the Bulungula Lodge was started in 2004, it 
was the first employment opportunity for residents. 
The community followed democratic decision-making 
processes and unanimously decided that widows were 
the neediest people in the community and received 
jobs at the Lodge.By deciding as a community, 
residents ensured a fair distribution of jobs amongst 
the various clans and families in the village.

Bridging Through 
Bulungula Community 
Radio.
When it comes to connections outside their existing 
social circles, young people living in remote villages 
often lack connectivity and relevant information. As 
a result, opportunities are often invisible, and young 
people are regularly excluded from programmes that 
can create bridging connections. In this context, one 
of BI’s programmes, Bulungula Community Radio 
creates, sustains and amplifies useful connections, 
while also widening access to information.

Started in January 2017, Bulungula Community 
Radio broadcasts seven days a week from 6am to 
6pm in a low-power spectrum to over 80 villages, 
with an estimated listenership of 100,000 residents. 
During the COVID-19 lockdown, Bulungula Incubator 
planned and ran an isiXhosa vaccine literacy campaign 
leveraging the radio and its WhatsApp channels,21 
resulting in one of the highest vaccine uptakes         
in the country 22. 

The Bulungula Community Radio is the communication 
channel around which the community is coming 
together, and it has earned the trust of its listeners; 
an increase in COVID-19 tests in the community 
was reported after residents were encouraged to 
get tested during one of the shows. The fifteen 
Bulungula Community Radio youth DJs, together with 
the Station Manager, are responsible for localised 
content, with oversight and guidance from Bulungula 
Incubator. 

In a recent survey carried out by BI, the majority 
of young people emphasised the impact that the 
radio had on connecting them to health information, 
opportunities and possible pathways to education, 
further training, and work.

“I trust the job 
opportunities shared 
on the Bulungula 
Community Radio because 
it means that they are 
real and not scams” 
one young person said. 

“My friend told me about 
an opportunity to be a 
presenter on the radio.”
“Now I have work 
experience”
one participant explained.

This feeling was echoed in consultations 
with Youth Capital too.

Sikelela Thobigunya , DJ SK

My name is Sikelela and I’m 27 years old. I’m from a village called Cwebe where I grew up 
with my four older siblings and our mom. As a single mother, she worked very hard collecting 
wood to earn money to raise us. 

I started liking radio in 2010 during the FIFA World Cup. At home we didn’t have a TV so the 
radio would always be on. It was our source of information for entertainment, education or job 
opportunities. In a way, being a radio listener has always motivated me to fulfill my ambitions. 
At the back of my mind I have always wanted to work in radio, inspired by the legendary DJ 
Saba Mbixane. 

Music has always played a central role in my life. While in school, I used to be a part of 
a WhatsApp group with my friends where I would share demo recordings that would be 
broadcast on Bulungula Community Radio. My classmate encouraged me to record my demos 
in studios and that was a great experience.

In 2017 I finished high school, but I couldn’t find a tertiary institution where I could study. 
Rather than staying at home, I decided to take a gap year. My mom encouraged me to 
volunteer at Bulungula Community Radio as a DJ. I was excited to be given the opportunity to 
work at a real radio station. 

Because I was volunteering, I couldn’t pay rent. But I was lucky enough to have a family 
friend in Bulungula who offered me a place to stay. I quickly adjusted to life in Bulungula. 
I appreciate that there is a college in Bulungula that is in close proximity to the residents 
compared to the high school in my hometown that is 30 km away from the residents. 
Bulungula has recreational places where young people can spend their time and have fun 
together.

I did not think I would become a DJ. Instead I thought I would be a broadcaster like the 
broadcasters I admired. But when I got to Bulungula Community Radio, I became known as 
SK the DJ. I see the impact of my work every day, as I have the opportunity to shine a light 
on musicians from Bulungula, as well as their music. These artists were not commonly known 
before I started playing their music on the radio. 

I have also seen first-hand the role that the Bulungula Community Radio plays in providing 
young people reliable and safe information on job and education opportunities. The radio is 
trusted by all young people as well as our chief and ward counsellors. The radio also increases 
exposure to different careers through interviews with working professionals like doctors, 
nurses etc.

This year, I have been promoted to Station Manager and I couldn’t be prouder! Because of my 
motivated and positive attitude, the Bulungula board took note of me and saw that I have the 
characteristics needed for the role.

I always encourage young people to put in the effort every time they are given an opportunity. 
When you wake up in the morning, motivate yourself to go to work. If you are a young person 
looking for work, know that one day you will find it. You will not always be unemployed.

 “

”
12.13. 14.



Research commissioned by Harambee 
Youth Accelerator23 shows that South 
Africa’s annual digital skills shortage 

may be as large as 66,000 roles, with 
up to 44,000 of those at the entry level. 
To plug this gap, software development 
training academy WeThinkCode_ is on 

a mission to recruit young, sharp minds 
in South Africa and equip them with 

both the skills, and the social resources, 
to participate in the tech sector and 

become excellent software developers.

Students at WeThinkCode_ are recruited for 
aptitude; previous experience is not required. 
Tuition-free, the 20-month coding programme 
(NQF level 5) includes 16-months of on-campus 
learning and a four-month internship with one of 
WeThinkCode_’s corporate partners. By blending 
their market-relevant technical curriculum with 
workplace readiness elements, the programme 
enables students to access junior positions for 
software developers and engineers. With 9 in 10 
graduates placed in full-time employment after 
the completion of the internship, WeThinkCode_ 
is creating sustainable pathways to employment. 
They do this through supporting young 
people not only with the right technical skills 
for the job, but also the holistic support and 
connections they need to flourish on campus. 

WeThinkCode_ sees the value of creating social 
connections for young people, promoting both 
bonding ties within students’ inner circles, and 
bridging ties that expand their circles to include 
industry volunteers and mentors.

WeThinkCode_

500+ young people graduated 

93% of graduates placed in 
permanent employment

60+ partners that sponsor and/or 
hire WethinkCode_ graduates

Impact Stats 2022

WeThinkCode_’s academic programme is 
designed to build and maintain connections 
between students through peer-to-peer learning 
and peer mentorship.

Peer-to-peer learning: At the start of the 
programme, students are allocated into groups 
and encouraged to collaborate. While working in 
groups, they learn how to be accountable to one 
another and share knowledge in a self-directed 
learning environment. When issues arise, 
students are guided on how to escalate them, 
following a tiered approach with their own group 
members as their primary level of support. 

Peer mentorship: Every first-year student 
is matched with a second-year mentor, who 
acts as the second level of support in the tiered 
approach. Adapting to an education institution 
can be challenging; second-year mentors 
help first-year students navigate their new 
environment, and work through any technical 
challenges in the curriculum.

Peer-led workshops: Students who 
perform exceptionally well in certain areas are 
empowered to design and facilitate on-campus 
workshops to share insights into projects and 
assignments with their peers.

Peer reviews: Through regular peer reviews, 
students engage with peers at the other 
WeThinkCode_ campuses and receive feedback 
on their work.

Inner circles at 
WeThinkCode_

“I expected a university setting: chairs, students in the 
classroom, and a lecturer at the board. But it was a totally 
different experience. I was actually learning with my peers 
and people that I will potentially work with in the future. It 
just felt different than it did in college. At first it wasn’t 
comfortable. I wasn’t really much of a person that interacted 
with others. So I got the chance to get out of my comfort zone 
and try to work on real life problems.”

One WeThinkCode_ alumnus explains the 
atmosphere on campus like this:

15. 16.



As part of students’ second year academic 
programme, industry professionals are drawn 
into their inner circles through two main 
activities:

Mentorship: Experienced software developers 
mentor second-year students over a period 
of eight months to provide guidance on 
communication, ways of working, and general 
conduct in the workplace.

Interview Readiness:  Software developers 
volunteer to help WeThinkCode_ students get 
ready for work placements by conducting mock 
interviews with them that give them the chance 
to practice their interviewing skills. 

Outer circles at 
WeThinkCode_

“I found it very valuable to speak 
to someone with so much industry 
experience and so willing to talk 
about their experiences”, one student 
reflected. “I have learnt a lot 
about how the software development 
industry actually works and the way 
the job looks day to day.”

WeThinkCode_ is also building a broader community of 
tech experts to support young people through their early 
careers. This includes events such as WomenThinkCode 
Meetups, TechTalks, Partner Engagement Days and 
Community hosted talks.    

“One of 
WeThinkCode’s 
values is 
ubuntu”
“It’s a principle that we integrate in just about everything we do, from 
the peer-to-peer learning methodology, the student support structures, 
and our partnerships that connect our students to the industry. We hope 
that WeThinkCoders continue to carry that collaborative mindset that says 
‘there’s room at the table for everyone, and there’s value in connecting 
and engaging with and learning from others so let’s work together.” 

Sethu Komani, Head of Marketing, explained. 

Zenani Kagiso Zwane - 
Figuring it out together.

My name is Zenani and I am 22 years old, born and bred in Daveyton, in Springs, Gauteng. 
Throughout high school, I always loved Information Technology (IT). I got my first laptop in Grade 1 
and started coding in Grade 7. But it was only in Grade 10 when I realised that I really loved coding; 
I had to build an online shopping system for a school project. All of a sudden I clicked that one day I 
too could build platforms like the ones I was using every single day. 

In 2019, I got a bursary to study Electrical Engineering at Ekurhuleni East TVET College. Deep down 
I knew that the course wasn’t for me, but I didn’t have other options. Because I never back down 
from a challenge, I gave it my best shot. But the learning environment didn’t provide the input I 
really needed, and by September 2019 I decided to drop out.

I am still embarrassed about the fact that I dropped out, but I’m grateful that my mom and dad 
supported me in my choice. They could see I couldn’t power through something that wasn’t for me. 
I wanted to look for a job, but my dad was adamant about me studying. He would often remind me 
that I have always been good with computers. When I told him about my dreams, he would remind 
me that my dreams are not big enough! One day, he showed me the WeThinkCode_ applications. 
By the time I completed the WeThinkCode_ bootcamp,   I felt energised and determined. I had 
rekindled my coding passion and I had a clear purpose and the social support and system to achieve 
it. 

The whole is greater than the sum of its parts.

Group work in high school felt competitive. Being headstrong, I used to take the lead and outshine 
other members. But at WeThinkCode_, I saw the impact that teamwork has. Different members 
figure questions out together, bringing different skillsets and experiences to the party. I have seen 
the value the opportunities add to the lives of people, and of those around them. As a result, I have 
changed too: I connect more easily with young people in my community by sharing my experience 
of dropping out and finding my way. My dad is a great researcher and connector, so I always ask 
him to help young people around us look for study and work opportunities, so that they have extra 
support in finding options that suit their talent and personalities.

Showing the way.

As young people, our minds are all over the place. There are so many career fields related to the 
subjects that we study in school. Figuring things out can take a long time and can slow us down. 
My experience shows me that having the right people guiding you and sharing food for thought, is 
priceless.The same applies to the world of work. A young person starting their first job is scared 
to overstep the boundaries, and wants to stay in their lane. But this can be perceived as lack 
of initiative. This is why having a ‘bigger brother or sister’ at work is so important. Studying at 
WeThinkCode_ has exposed me to skills that I can grow in the workplace. Our professional mentor 
in year two of the programme was key in helping me bridge my academic experience to the world 
of work. He exposed me to the different kinds of software engineers you can get. Most importantly, 
he confirmed that being work-ready doesn’t mean having all the answers; it means having the 
framework to explore different solutions.
As much as I’m grateful for the WeThinkCode_ opportunity, I am aware of the divide that exists in 
South Africa. Not every young person has the right support. Everyone should have a professional 
network to help them rise.

 “

”
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Research tells us that having an adult mentor 
can be a powerful driver for change in the 

trajectory of a young person’s life.24 Mentoring 
is a supportive relationship between a young 
person and an adult who is not their parent 

or caregiver, but provides the necessary 
direction and encouragement to support them 

in making life decisions. While this support 
is critical, many young South Africans don’t 
have a caring adult to help them make their 

way in the world.

SAYes Mentoring is a Cape Town-based Not 
for Profit Organisation, founded in 2008 to 

support young people (between the ages of 
14 and 32) living in residential care. In South 
Africa, material disadvantage, has a deep and 
severe impact on young people’s future health 
and wellbeing, making them more susceptible 

to hunger and homelessness, and less able 
to access medical care. Poverty is multi-

dimensional: resource poverty can intersect 
with other types of disadvantage, including 
a lack of guidance, perspective and secure 

social bonds. 

SAYes found that, without a trusting adult 
relationship, many young people are held back 

on their personal development journey. The 
SAYes Transition Mentoring model was 
designed to target this challenge directly, and 

has now been extended beyond the care sector 
to reach various youth groups affected by multi-

dimensional poverty throughout South Africa 
and abroad.

Over the course of the programme, young people 
are guided by trained mentees to set and achieve 
personal goals for their own development, 
promoting confidence in making sound decisions 
about their own life and wellbeing. Together with 
their mentors, they are introduced to evidence-
based tools, tactics, and strategies from the 
behavioural and social sciences. All of these are 
designed to be used relationally — that is, the 
mentor and the mentee working together.

SAYes recruit, screen, and train mentors and 
mentees, who are then individually matched, 

contracted and professionally supported 
through the nine-month transition programme. 

The programme includes weekly one-on-
one mentoring sessions and monthly group 

classes. Since 2020, the majority of mentoring 
sessions have been carried out online (via 

video call); engaging volunteer mentors from 
all over the world.

SAYes

The Transition Mentoring Approach is 
a formal and time-bound mentoring 

models that requires trained and 
supported mentors working one-on-one 

with individually matched mentees to 
develop and implement an Individual 

Transition Plan. Through structured 
and supported relationships, mentors 

improve the impact of the support and 
programming provided to the mentee.

Definition box

Impact Stats 

SAYes mentees experience 
direct changes in the quality of 
their decision-making and in the 
consistency of their daily practices.

100% of mentees thought that 
having a mentor positively 
improved their choices related to 
independence.25  

.

100% of mentees would recommend 
SAYes mentoring to other young 
people (94% “yes – a lot”)..

*answers from participants across all 
2021 programmes

Over the last 14 years, SAYes mentors have helped young 
mentees connect to their own interests and talents.            
The relationship also helps focus and broaden young people’s 
aspirations, guiding them to identify and access opportunities. 

Beyond employability, young mentees report growing 
their social skills, by interacting with people from different 
backgrounds, and learning about self-care.

At the same time, SAYes mentors are gaining new knowledge 
and skills, and being part of meaningful and professionally-
supported social change.

The SAYes model is grounded in the idea that high-value 
relationships – ones that motivate, equip, secure, and guide 
us – can be powerful drivers of social change. While building 
strong bonds between young people and their mentees, these 
mentors are also selected to bridge and connect young people to 
knowledge and resources outside their immediate circles.26

“I needed someone who could help me 
be realistic in terms of the decisions 
I made in my life...”one of the SAYes 
mentees said, she [my mentor] was very 
honest about that. Maybe I say I wanna 
be a paramedic, she will say there’s 
also nursing.

My mentor has advised me about such 
things like my physical health (…) one 
mentee explained. She also suggested 
that for my health, I should go to 
hospital every month, just for check-ups 
so that I know I’m fine.

If you want to be inspired by the future 
of this country, spend a year mentoring,     
one mentor said. Find out who the people 
are who are going to take things forward.

This is the first time I worked on or 
cared about people outside of my family 
another mentor commented. I wanted to be 
part of something bigger than myself and 
I became aware that this was that for me.   
I want the community to also feel happy, 
to be safe, to feel kind.
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Francois Potgieter 
“It’s nice to get direction in life”

My name is Francois Potgieter; I am originally from George but I’ve been living in Cape Town 
on and off since 2009. I’m 19 years old and I’m in Grade 12 at Jan van Riebeeck High School. 
I was introduced to SAYes in 2017, during my stay at SA Children’s home. I was excited to 
join the programme as I loved the idea of having someone who could help me get direction in 
life.  When you grow up in a children’s home, it’s easy to think that you can’t move forward, 
that you can’t write your own future. But it’s not true; I had to shift that mentality. 
Weekly sessions with my first mentor gave me the space and support to come to terms 
with the fact that not everything happens in my close circle, and that I couldn’t stay in the 
Children’s Home forever. He helped me grow my confidence and plan a way to push out of 
my social bubble. I started exploring my interests and creating connections outside of those I 
already had: I became a rugby referee for the Western Province team and started auditioning 
as an extra on movie sets (I am in season three of the South African series Blood and Water).
Since then, sessions with my SAYes mentors are a weekly escape where I can constructively 
‘blow off steam’ and gain a different perspective on the decisions I have to make. In 2020 my 
dad was hospitalised and I had to be with him to translate sign language for the nurses. I went 
through a very difficult time, and I failed Grade 11. When that happened I had very different 
feelings. I was upset, but I was also ashamed, and had made up my mind not to go back to 
school because I didn’t want to face my school friends.
But my mentor offered me a different perspective. During our sessions I realised that a matric 
certificate is a criteria to access most work opportunities, and that I could repeat the year to 
get back on track. After the summer holiday, I went back to school and now I am in Grade 12. 

What’s next

For a while now, I’ve wanted to be a lawyer. Last year, I got an opportunity through someone 
at the Children’s Home to spend time in a law firm. I realised that sitting at a desk is not for 
me. When I told my mentor about my job shadowing experience, he shared some insights 
about his fire-fighting career. He told me that, ‘‘When a fire starts you have to cut down the 
nearest tree before you go save people.” This is when I clicked that fire-fighting had to do with 
the outdoors and strategic thinking. Next year, I’ll be attending a firefighting course.
It’s hard to keep track of everything considering that I am still in school. My mentors are 
my sounding board for big decisions I need to make in my life, from managing my time, to 
choosing what’s next for my future. 
For me, my mentors are moving connections in my life. Having had over six mentors gives me 
confidence that I have people I can go ask to for help or to gain more perspective in my life. 
In turn, this is shaping the way I create and grow connections for other young people around 
me; I am always ready to share contacts and make it easier for other young people who are 
going in the same direction as me. Connecting people is like a chain: when you add people, 
the chain grows and widens. It starts with one person sharing opportunities with other people. 
This is how it grows. Growing circles is bigger than you!

 “

”

Youth unemployment is the result of 
deep-seated challenges that young people 
face – in their homes, schools, colleges 
and neighbourhoods, and often starting in 
childhood. Because of this complexity, it’s 
critical that we start to identify and prioritise a 
bundle of solutions that give young people the 
support they need to enter, and thrive in the 
working world.

Both academic research and young people’s own 
lived experiences show us that the strength of 
young people’s social connections predicts their 
social mobility. Relationships matter, especially 
when they connect us with people outside our close 
circles who can connect us to untapped networks, 
spaces and ideas. But South Africa’s history and 
stark inequality mean that powerful social circles are 
exclusive. Access to them is often shaped by factors 
outside young people’s control, including their race, 
gender, education, class and geography. Because of 
this, not all young people have the right connections 
to expand their personal journeys or give life to their 
career aspirations. 

In this brief, we have explored the different ways young 
people’s personal and professional networks can be built; 
rigorous mentorship, professional coaching, information-
sharing and technology are some of the ways of linking 
young people with social and economic connections outside of their circles. Economic growth alone will not 
shift young people’s realities. Growing social circles starts with individuals tapping into their personal and 
professional networks to expand and strengthen young people’s connections and promote their social and 
economic mobility. 

CONCLUSION
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How to get started in bringing 
young people into your circles.

Share Coach
Share the profile of a young 
person you have worked 
with on your social media 
channels

Mentor a young person by 
volunteering with SAYes

Share professional 
Facebook groups with young 
people (i.e The Resource)

Share interesting articles 
on scarce skills with young 
people you know

Sign up as a volunteer 
tutor with Ikamva Youth 

Endorse a young person 
you have worked with on 
LinkedIn

Support a young person in 
getting their driver’s license 

Tag relevant people when 
you see vacancies on social 
media

Mentor an aspiring entrepreneur

Invite a young person to 
job shadow you for a day 

Become a business mentor with 
Allan Gray Orbis

Give good reviews for 
youth-owned small businesses 
on google/social media

Coach high schoolers to 
choose their subjects and 
career paths

Guide
Co-

Create Support
Go back to your high school 
or university and share your 
career learnings

Help a young person set 
up and edit their LinkedIn 
profile

Donate gently worn 
corporate wear that other 
young people can wear to 
job interviews

Connect with young people 
who are aspiring to join your 
sector and share your craft

Design a logo or help set 
up social media pages for a 
youth owned business

Pay for a taxi/uber fare for a 
return trip to a job interview

Find out how to support 
youth organisations that 
align with your skill by 
signing up on For Good

Help a young person put 
their CV together

Crowdfund transport funds 
for young people trying to 
get to job interviews

Help a young person 
who has relocated for an 
opportunity to get to know 
the city

Help a young person study 
for their learner driving test Sponsor the fee to register 

for a learner driver and 
driving test.

Have coffee with a young 
person to give personal 
guidance

Ask your local library to host 
a business & email writing 
workshop

Ask a young person in 
your network what kind of 
support they need

Make friends with young   
co-workers at your office

We share a collective vision to tackle youth unemployment by implementing a 
coordinated action plan.
Youth Capital is a campaign advocating for youth-centred, evidence-based responses to youth unemployment.

Join Ikamva Youth as a 
computer literacy tutor

Join us here

@youthcapitalSAyouthcapital.co.za23. 24.
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