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The state of labour market deracialisation

Percy Moleke

Introduction

Almost daily concerns are raised in the media about race, racism in the 
judiciary, in the workplace, in business, in sports, in the media, in fact in 
almost all segments of society. Are these concerns misplaced or is it a case of 
‘no smoke without fire’? 

Often the reports seem to contradict one another. Affirmative action is 
often slated as a form of reverse racism and blamed for eroding economic 
opportunities for whites to the benefit of blacks, yet, in an interview on South 
African television in 2005, Defence Minister Mosioua Lekota asked when the 
country is going to stop using race as a measure in employment. On the one 
hand, reports that the black middle class is increasing in size, and that the 
number of wealthy black people is rising, are cited as signs of deracialisation 
and black advancement within South Africa. On the other hand, the pace 
and extent of deracialisation are questioned. For example, at the Growth and 
Development Summit in 2003 (GDS 2003) questions were raised about the slow 
pace with which employment equity is being implemented in the workplace, 
and again, more recently, Labour Minister Mdladlana raised the same concern 
and announced that his department is going to be vigilant in following up 
implementation of equity legislation through a team of inspectors who will 
physically visit firms to check on progress. The continuing dominance of white 
males in management positions bears testimony to the Minister’s concerns 
while growing numbers of Africans who are unemployed and continue to live 
in poverty again raises the question of how much and how fast deracialisation 
and the economic advancement of Africans is taking place. 

This chapter looks at racial skills distribution in the South African labour 
market and will to some extent respond to the issues raised above. From a 
labour-market perspective, it is found that deracialisation is happening but the 
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pace is slow and uneven across sectors. An attempt is made to identify some 
of the reasons for this slow and uneven progress and, while these factors are 
not weighted in terms of their importance, the need for a focus on education 
is emphasised. It is also argued that the apparent lack of an integrated and 
coherent approach to human-resource development renders the various 
equity laws and regulations powerless and hence ineffective in what they aim 
to achieve. 

Does race matter in South Africa?

There were several assumptions implicit in the transition to democracy in 
South Africa. It was assumed that all the barriers that forced black South 
Africans into subordinate status would be quickly eliminated; that increased 
opportunities would open up for them in business, education, sports and 
society at large; that repealing apartheid laws (which started long before 
1994) and the introduction of new laws on, for example, affirmative action, 
would gradually increase the participation of black employees in professional 
and managerial positions. However, South Africa continues to be plagued by 
huge inequalities, the majority of the population continues to live in poverty, 
many are unemployed and/or underemployed and race continues to play an 
important role in explaining the continuing plight of many. This does not refer 
to racism per se, although undeniably this continues and has a role to play. It is 
more that the consequences of apartheid continue to play themselves out and 
unfortunately do so along racial lines. Many black children still do not have 
access to good quality schooling, healthcare, water or proper housing. This 
will continue to tarnish their lives as they are denied access to the resources 
that are critical for positive economic prospects.We cannot be quick to accept 
that the country is no longer racially divided and that those who are unable 
to advance have themselves to blame.

On the plus side, black South Africans undoubtedly have political power; the 
number of black students in higher education has increased dramatically; the 
number of black business owners is increasing; the number of black managers 
and professionals has increased within most occupations; and the quality of 
life for most has improved. However, the gains made so far have not accrued 
to all black South Africans and progress towards labour-market deracialisation 
is disturbingly slow. Dismissing the continuing economic disparities between 
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blacks and whites as ‘passé, self-serving rhetoric’ is an affront to the majority of 
the disadvantaged in this country. The fact is whites still dominate ownership 
and management positions in business, social and cultural institutions. 
Opportunities for whites continue to be abundant – irrespective of income or 
educational status, it is still far easier for whites to get credit, start a business, find 
a job, and make more money in their lifetimes than it is for the average black 
person. This situation affects everyone negatively: the perpetuation of such
blatant inequalities means the perpetuation of the social costs associated with 
them, such as  poverty, crime and so on. So yes, race still matters in South Africa.

Inequality in the labour market

The inequalities and racial divisions of South African society are nowhere as 
evident as in the labour market. Labour-market income accounts for a significant 
portion of income for the majority of South Africans. Despite legislation and 
commitment from stakeholders to even out the skills distribution in the labour 
market, progress is disconcertingly slow. The concerns of Labour Minister 
Mdladlana cited earlier with regard to the pace of progress towards equity are 
not misplaced. Based on the Labour Force Surveys, it is evident that Africans 
constitute over two-thirds of the labour force, while coloureds, Asians and 
whites constitute 11.8, 3.9 and 18.4 per cent respectively (Stats SA 2002). 

Skills composition of workers

A comparison of the distribution of workers with the distribution of racial 
groups within occupational groups, shows a labour force that continues to be 
racially divided between skilled white workers and unskilled and/or semi-skilled 
African workers (see Table 8.1). Table 8.1 also shows the various skills levels 
in different sectors. Distribution of skill levels within sectors differs according 
to the skill intensity of the sector. The share of low-skilled and semi-skilled 
workers is significantly higher than that of skilled workers in almost all sectors. 
Semi-skilled workers are fairly evenly distributed across all sectors except private 
households. Skilled workers are concentrated in the technology-intensive 
sectors, namely, finance; electricity, gas and water supply; transport, storage and 
communication; and community, social and personal services. The distribution 
of skills across sectors is important for various reasons. Amongst other things, 
sectors are a proxy for status in the labour market: for example, a semi-skilled 
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worker in finance has, on average, a better status than a semi-skilled worker in 
construction in terms of both pay and the nature of their work. Technology-
intensive sectors use higher proportions of skilled workers and tend to offer 
better working conditions. 

Table 8.1 also shows the distribution of various race groups in sectors 
across skill levels. This is important as a proxy for progress in terms of the 
advancement of Africans. It highlights the relative advancement of Africans 
into skilled versus semi-skilled categories in various sectors. What is reflected 
here is the concentration of whites at skilled level in skill-intensive sectors. 
Highly skilled Africans are mostly in the community service sector, which is 
mainly government and parastatals in transport, storage and communication 
and electricity, gas and water supply. It is only in the community service sector 
and the electricity, gas and water supply sectors that the proportion of Africans 
in skilled categories exceeds that of whites. The electricity, gas and water 
supply sector also shows a relatively high proportion of Africans in skilled-
level categories, although that of whites is still higher. On the other hand, 
the proportion of Africans is higher within the semi-skilled and low-skilled 
categories. The conclusion that can be drawn from this is that the government 
has made better progress as an employer in terms of advancing Africans into 
high-level occupations, while the private sector seems to be lagging behind.

The data in Table 8.1 masks the differences within occupational groups 
due to the grouping of occupational categories into skill level. The skilled 
group is unpacked in Table 8.2 to show the racial distribution within broad 
occupational groups: whites are concentrated in high-level positions, top 
management and senior management, while Africans are concentrated in 
unskilled and semi-skilled occupations. Within the professional, technical 
and middle-management levels there is an almost even spread, with the 
proportion of whites a bit higher. What is also highlighted in Table 8.2 is the 
change in racial composition within each occupational group: at top and 
senior-management levels there is positive change shown by an increase in the 
number of Africans in those levels alongside a decline in the proportions of 
whites. It is disturbing to compare whites and coloureds in top management 
between 2002 and 2003: the proportion of whites in top management 
increased while that of coloureds declined dramatically. It is not clear if this 
was real or if there were some problems with the data. 
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Table 8.1 Distribution of workers within sectors, by percentage, race and skills level

2002

Sector African Coloured Asian White

Agriculture, 
hunting, forestry 
& fishing

Skilled 19.87 4.32  75.82

Semi-skilled 87.66 2.21 0.26 9.69

Low skilled 74.91 24.30 0.04 0.74

Mining & 
quarrying

Skilled 20.85    79.15

Semi-skilled 71.64 2.46 0.45 25.15

Low skilled 96.06 1.11  2.83

Manufacturing Skilled 9.46 8.84 13.13 68.35

Semi-skilled 52.36 13.34 7.87 26.21

Low skilled 71.08 17.92 6.91 3.90

Electricity, gas & 
water supply

Skilled 32.74 18.94 5.95 42.38

Semi-skilled 60.67 4.23 3.48 31.62

Low skilled 77.51 13.39 2.44 6.66

Construction Skilled 19.21 5.18 6.32 69.28

Semi-skilled 74.26 12.38 2.21 9.98

Low skilled 83.36 12.55 0.74 3.35

Wholesale & retail 
trade

Skilled 18.18 4.97 22.61 53.36

Semi-skilled 60.49 12.32 7.74 18.79

Low skilled 88.14 6.51 2.37 2.76

Transport, storage 
& communication

Skilled 46.42 4.74 8.34 39.79

Semi-skilled 41.27 13.83 8.38 36.39

Low skilled 78.93 11.09 3.49 6.49

Financial 
insurance/real 
estate/business 
service

Skilled 12.20 5.01 6.81 75.46

Semi-skilled 39.29 12.94 5.62 41.98

Low skilled 86.13 8.58 0.59 3.22

Community, 
social & personal 
services

Skilled 47.11 5.71 7.40 39.15

Semi-skilled 61.82 11.29 3.77 22.97

Low skilled 78.87 17.17 0.96 3.00

Private 
households

Semi-skilled 89.97 9.36 0.14 0.53

Low skilled 89.76 9.76  0.13

Other Skilled 24.42   75.58

Semi-skilled 32.24 3.05 5.99 58.72

Low skilled 79.23 20.77   
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2004 

Sector African Coloured Asian White

Agriculture, 
hunting, forestry 
& fishing

Skilled 17.11 12.38  70.52

Semi-skilled 80.12 6.91 0.29 12.68

Low skilled 75.38 24.16 0.06 0.41

Mining & 
quarrying

Skilled 36.06 0.59 1.46 61.88

Semi-skilled 74.75 1.91 0.03 23.32

Low skilled 96.99 0.79  1.80

Manufacturing Skilled 18.76 8.98 11.26 60.32

Semi-skilled 58.68 15.26 6.30 19.76

Low skilled 70.05 20.83 5.27 3.86

Electricity, gas & 
water supply

Skilled 69.31 5.59 5.90 19.20

Semi-skilled 58.55 18.17 1.38 21.90

Low skilled 72.94 16.89 6.79 3.38

Construction Skilled 26.53 20.93 4.04 48.50

Semi-skilled 76.48 13.83 0.87 8.82

Low skilled 82.93 12.45 0.16 4.46

Wholesale & retail 
trade

Skilled 21.57 6.56 15.81 55.74

Semi skilled 63.87 13.15 5.28 17.57

Low skilled 88.59 7.22 1.72 2.38

Transport, storage 
& communication

Skilled 50.87 6.46 4.65 38.01

Semi-skilled 41.17 14.03 7.06 37.74

Low skilled 76.98 11.54 3.50 7.98

Financial 
insurance/real 
estate/business 
service

Skilled 20.59 7.13 8.09 64.19

Semi-skilled 49.11 11.27 6.76 32.81

Low skilled 79.47 14.76 0.29 5.26

Community, 
social & personal 
services

Skilled 50.95 7.31 5.63 35.91

Semi-skilled 65.71 11.19 3.30 19.81

Low skilled 84.01 13.19 0.52 2.28

Private 
households

Semi-skilled 46.18 4.89  48.94

Low skilled 89.93 9.90 0.04 0.12

Other Skilled 21.16 5.37 9.81 63.66

Semi-skilled 35.16 38.72 4.99 21.12

Low skilled 79.29 20.71   

Source: Stats SA 2002 & 2004
Notes: Low skilled = labourers; Skilled = legislators, senior officials, managers, professionals; Semi-skilled = technical 
and associate professionals, clerks, service workers, skilled agricultural and fisheries workers, craft and related trades.
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At senior management level the decline in the proportion of whites was 
not balanced out by an increase in any of the other race groups. A dramatic 
change occurred among the professionals and middle-level management: 
while all racial groups experienced an increase in this category, the proportion 
of Africans increased significantly from 33 per cent in 2001 to 40 per cent 
in 2002. On the other hand, the proportion of whites in this category 
decreased significantly, from 56 per cent in 2001 to 50 per cent in 2002. 
(The figures for 2003 were not used in this category because they showed 
a huge variation that did not allow for a further analysis of the sub-
occupational categories.) Unfortunately the data from the equity reports does 
not enable us to see the occupations in which Africans are advancing most. 

Table 8.2 Distribution of workers in occupational groups, percentage by race, 2001–03

Occupational categories African Coloured  Indian  White

Top management

2003 10.0 3.4 5.0 81.5

2002 8.0 13.0 4.0 75.0

2001 6.2 2.7 3.8 87.5

Senior management

2003 10.8 5.3 6.3 77.9

2002 10.0 5.0 5.0 80.0

2001 8.7 4.9 4.9 81.6

Professionals and middle management

2002 40.0 6.0 4.0 50.0

2001 32.8 5.5 5.8 56.1

Skilled technical and management

2003 35.8 14.5 7.0 43.1

2002 38.0 13.0 8.0 41.0

2001 34.4 14.6 7.5 43.6

Semi-skilled 

2003 61.9 15.9 5.3 16.9

2002 62.0 15.0 5.0 18.0

2001 58.9 17.7 5.6 17.8

Source: DoL 2001, 2002 & 2003
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Nevertheless, the racial division is clear, with whites dominating the first four 
occupational groups, which represent high-skilled workers, and the reverse 
true for the semi-skilled group where Africans dominate.

The high proportion of Africans within professional and middle management, 
and skilled technicians could have positive implications for the future. These 
categories should provide a base from which Africans can be developed 
and advanced to senior management levels. It remains to be seen, however, 
whether employers are able to take advantage of this and translate it into 
reality over the next few years.

Age distribution of managers

The concentration of whites in management can be attributed to a long 
history of political and cultural practices in the labour market. Workers do 
not necessarily occupy management positions overnight – they tend to be 
‘groomed’ and moulded from within the ‘system’ of the organisation. Hence, 
in many instances managers are older individuals who have moved up within 
the system. Alternatively, managers have been ‘groomed’ elsewhere and have 
accumulated a wealth of transferable experience. It can be assumed that 
the high proportion of whites in management is a temporary phenomenon 
which will dissipate over time as most of these white managers retire. This 
will then create openings for Africans, who are currently being ‘groomed’ 
or accumulating experience, to move up the job ladder to management. 
According to this theory there should be a concentration of white managers 
in the older age group (50 years and above). Table 8.3 shows the racial 
distribution of managers by age groups. This is a selection of all managers 
who are employed in both the public and the private sectors and excludes 
those who are self-employed. The figures show that there is a continuation of 
the disproportionate induction of white workers into management positions 
relative to other race groups. The distribution of white managers in the given 
age groups is not significantly different from that of other race groups. More 
significantly, this distribution does not show signs of ageing white managers 
who could make way for younger African managers. The current picture 
clearly indicates that the dominance of whites in management is likely to 
continue.
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Table 8.3 Racial distribution of managers by age groups, 2004

Age African  % Coloured  % Asian  % White  %

15–30 26 893 16.97 11 975 20.97 12 522 23.51 49 578 16.04

31–40 58 521 36.94 23 963 41.95 21 021 39.46 104 087 33.69

41–50 43 322 27.34 11 476 20.09 11 356 21.32 96 298 31.16

51– 65 28 269 17.84 9 703 16.99 7 988 15.00 55 659 18.01

> 65 1 431 0.90   384 0.72 3 378 1.09

Total 158 436 100.00 57 117 100.00 53 270 100.00 308 999 100.00

Source: Stats SA 2004

Distribution of workers by gender 

The pace of representation with regard to gender shows similar trends to 
that of race: women continue to be under-represented in skilled occupations. 

Table 8.4 Distribution of workers, percentage by race and gender within skill levels, 2002–04

African Coloured Asian White

2002 Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female 

Skilled 16.82 11.02 3.77 1.90 7.64 2.92 38.57 16.79

Semi-skilled 36.97 25.83 5.55 4.77 2.46 2.21 10.82 11.05

Low skilled 38.93 43.31 6.79 6.60 1.40 0.53 1.72 0.51

Other 19.24 14.90 6.44 4.82 0.78  37.13 16.70

2003

Skilled 18.74 12.34 4.43 2.50 5.48 1.79 37.16 17.39

Semi-skilled 37.08 25.41 5.97 5.66 2.63 2.10 10.16 10.80

Low skilled 43.21 39.76 6.92 6.36 1.07 0.41 1.76 0.52

Other 35.77 16.50 3.12 2.07 0.94 0.94 29.01 11.65

2004

Skilled 19.42 14.09 5.30 2.43 6.69 1.82 32.85 17.10

Semi-skilled 37.88 25.58 6.11 5.90 2.43 1.75 10.14 10.17

Low skilled 44.01 39.02 7.06 6.34 0.94 0.42 1.78 0.38

Other 37.89 14.10 3.19 7.00   29.96 7.86

Sources: Stats SA 2002; 2003; 2004
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While women in general were discriminated against during the apartheid era, 
the racial distribution within gender reflects the advantage that was enjoyed 
by whites in general. White women tend to be concentrated within the skilled 
and semi-skilled occupations; in fact, the proportion of white women in 
skilled occupations is higher than at semi-skilled and low-skilled levels. On 
the other hand, African women are concentrated within semi-skilled and low-
skilled occupations. However, the representation of women also shows signs 
of positive change, namely, an increase in their proportions between 2002 and 
2004, except for Asian women whose proportion declined during this period. 
Although not shown in Table 8.4, the advancement of women can largely be 
attributed to their employment in the public sector.

Distribution of workers in the public sector

Although it was shown in the previous section that the government as 
an employer accounted for most of the progress with regard to racial 
representation and advancement of Africans in the labour market, all is not 
well in this sector, as there are signs of racial divisions of labour, albeit not 
heightened. In the context of equity requirements, it can be safely assumed 
that the public sector has to live by example. This means that as an employer 
it can be expected to have a more equitable structure in terms of race and 
gender, not only in aggregate numbers but also in terms of distribution of 
workers across occupations. However, there are signs that this is not the case. 

As shown in Figure 8.1, although black workers are in the majority in the 
public sector, they are not evenly distributed across skill levels. Roughly 
the same proportions of highly-skilled production workers are black and 
coloured (at about 56 per cent each). Whites and Asians, on the other hand, 
are represented in higher proportions (74 and 63 per cent respectively). A 
similar trend is observed with regard to middle (highly-skilled supervision) 
and senior management. Whereas in numeric terms there are more black 
senior managers, as a proportion of the total population employed in the 
public sector they constitute a small proportion at just 0.4 per cent. The 
seemingly high proportion of skilled workers is due to educators, health 
workers and security personnel. If excluded, the proportion of skilled workers 
in the public sector is very small.
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Figure 8.1 Distribution of skill profiles within racial groups as at March 2004

Source: Calculated from Persal (Department of Public Service and Administration 2004)

The current skills profile of the public sector certainly has to change if the 
government is to meet its objectives and make its commitments a reality. 
Skills shortages and gaps are a major constraint blocking achievement of these 
objectives.

Skills shortages

What accounts for the slow progress towards labour-market deracialisation, 
particularly in the private sector? Is it a deliberate ploy to perpetuate 
inequalities and maintain white advantage? Does the current distribution of 
workers represent a continuation of apartheid’s legacy? Or is there a genuine 
shortage of skilled Africans, making equity targets difficult to meet?  

Whether there are skills shortages in the South African economy is an 
unresolved debate and is not addressed in detail here. But there are indications 
that there are skills problems, at least in so far as the public sector is concerned. 
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In his address to the nation, President Mbeki (Mbeki 2005) indicated that the 
government is looking at ways to source skilled personnel from neighbouring 
countries. Indeed the government has what they call a scarce-skills policy 
framework which aims to attract people with relevant skills to the public 
sector. Failures in service delivery in the public sector are frequently attributed 
to the lack of skilled personnel to deliver on government commitments. Based 
on this evidence one can conclude that there are serious skills problems in the 
public sector. 

In the private sector, the picture is not as clear and it is further complicated 
by the equity target requirements. It is obvious that the private sector is 
unable to meet equity targets as required by the Employment Equity Act. 
Notwithstanding the demand-side factors, namely discrimination in hiring, 
training and promotion, clearly there are problems, particularly with regard 
to the supply of Africans with relevant skills. This is demonstrated in the 
education statistics shown in Table 8.5 on p. 214. 

In the absence of proper data on vacancies, especially for skilled personnel, 
or studies to determine this, inferences and perceptions rather than empirical 
evidence inform conclusions in this regard. Given that the private and the 
public sector do not operate in two separate markets, the trends observed in 
the public sector can be inferred to the private sector. Indeed the problems 
might be considered more acute in the public sector. This is because the public 
sector is not in a position to compete for skills with the private sector, but also 
because the private sector tends to be more efficient in its attempts to attract 
and retain skilled personnel compared to the public sector.  

Nevertheless, whether or not there are skills shortages, there are obviously 
other factors which account for the slow pace of progress. Some are related 
to the actions of the employers and some fall outside the ambit of the labour 
market although they directly affect the labour-market outcomes.

Demand-side factors

Discrimination in the labour market, a major source of economic and 
labour-market inequalities, started to decline prior to the enactment of 
equity legislation. Indeed it is argued that starting from the 1970s, racial 
discrimination amongst employers was starting to be replaced by non-racial 
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productive assessments and, in some cases, affirmative action – mostly 
encouraged by a profit motive. Crankshaw (1997) provides a detailed analysis 
showing how, at the height of apartheid, despite efforts by the previous 
government and white trade unions to maintain the racial division of labour, 
Africans were advancing into previously reserved occupations, albeit only 
certain occupations. In the 1980s, African trade unions were recognised and 
workers permitted to join them (Moll 2000). There was also an increase in 
the number of African students permitted to enter historically white tertiary 
institutions. Thus post-apartheid reforms and interventions cemented the 
practices that had already begun. 

This does not mean that discrimination was entirely removed after 1994. 
Repealing apartheid laws could not and did not mean an end to racial 
discrimination and conflict. Indeed various studies indicate that discrimination 
continues in the labour market and, it seems, may even have increased over 
the past decade (Erichsen & Wakeford 2001; Keswell 2002). Rospabé (2000) 
found evidence of discrimination in hiring in certain occupations and 
sectors, particularly finance – hence the concentration of whites in that sector. 
Controlling for all the factors that represent individuals’ productivity, it is 
clear that Africans are still disadvantaged in the labour market with respect to 
recruitment into certain occupations, promotions and pay. 

Another form of discrimination is sometimes overlooked, despite its strength 
in perpetuating discriminatory practices, namely informal institutional 
discrimination. Experience from countries such as the US and Canada indicates 
the links between embedded, informal social relations in organisations and 
gender and racial discrimination in the workplace. These relations play 
themselves out in administrative norms and values and institutional practices 
that perpetuate discrimination (Agocs 2002). Equity legislation to address 
informal institutional discrimination is lacking in South Africa. 

The enacted equity legislation has overtly or discreetly played a role in 
the declining ability of discrimination to explain the inequalities in some 
segments of the labour market, but it has not been successful in speeding up 
deracialisation as such. When one considers that discrimination practices by 
employers had begun to decline in the 1960s and 1970s, as demonstrated by 
Crankshaw (1997), it cannot be denied that the progress has been slow. Even 
within the 11 years of democracy, the progress is disconcerting. However, it is 
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generally accepted that efforts within the labour market alone are not enough 
to redress labour-market inequalities.

Supply factors

Labour-market inequalities are not only a result of labour-market demand, 
namely discrimination in hiring, training and promotion. Indeed the supply-
side factors under apartheid were designed such that the distribution of 
various racial groups in occupations and in the accumulation of skills was 
automatically skewed. With the reported role of discrimination declining as a 
factor in explaining continued labour-market inequalities, education has now 
become the major explanatory factor.

Education is inextricably linked to the structure of the labour market. Among 
its many other functions, it feeds skilled labour into the labour market. 
Therefore, while there are various factors in the labour market that shape 
the distribution of labour, education is a major supply factor that affects this 
distribution and it partly explains the inequalities observed in the labour 
market. In a similar vein, education and labour-market outcomes are potent 
tools for eradicating racial inequalities and poverty in South Africa. 

From the supply side, it is clear that the legacy of apartheid will take decades 
to eradicate. The harm done through the education system continues to be felt 
despite efforts made to transform it. Firstly, a significant majority of African 
adults in the labour force have no education or have attained low levels 
of education (see Table 8.5). Overall the proportion of adults with higher 
levels of education is low at 8.4 per cent. Racial differences show the lowest 
proportion is among blacks and coloureds – both at about five per cent. These 
figures, however, mask the tremendous amount of progress made in access to 
and attainment in education. For example the proportion of Africans with no 
schooling at all declined from 24.3 to 22.3 per cent in 1996 and those with 
higher education increased from 3 to 5.2 per cent in 2001. Needless to say 
these figures are still minuscule and there is need for further improvement in 
this regard.
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Table 8.5 Highest level of education among those aged 20 and older, percentage by race, 2001 

No 
schooling 

Some 
primary 

Completed 
primary

Some 
secondary 

Completed 
secondary 

Higher 
education 

Black 22.3 18.5 6.9 30.4 16.8 5.2

Coloured 8.3 18.4 9.8 40.1 18.5 4.9

Indian 5.3 7.7 4.2 33.0 34.9 14.9

White 1.4 1.2 0.8 25.9 40.9 29.8

Total 17.9 16.0 6.4 30.8 20.4 8.4

Source: Census 2001 cited in SAIRR 2003/04

Despite these gains, a number of dynamics undermine this progress. The 
denial of quality education to the majority of the population during the 
apartheid years was exacerbated by policies in the labour market which 
denied black people access to high-skill occupations, training, promotion and 
hence accumulation of human capital in the labour market to supplement 
or complement that received through schooling. Thus the majority of black 
adults do not possess the education and skills so critical for deployment in the 
labour market. The consequence of this is that they go through their working 
lives with low levels of skills.

It seems difficult to reverse some of the trends set in motion during the apartheid 
era. Participation of black people in education at all levels has increased but 
there are still concerns with regard to the quality of education received by 
the majority of Africans. There is little or no integration in predominantly 
black schools and the outputs of these schools are disappointing in both 
qualitative and quantitative terms. This is despite the increases in resources 
and funding for these schools. According to van der Berg and Burger (2003), 
inefficient management and ineffective use of resources account for most of 
the poor quality of education in African schools. The quality of education is 
reflected in the small proportion of those passing the senior certificate with 
endorsement, the small numbers of students that pass mathematics and 
science at secondary-school level, and the low throughput rates of Africans 
at tertiary level, particularly in science, engineering and technology-related 
fields. The performance of secondary-school students directly affects the 
tertiary education and labour-market outcomes. 
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At tertiary level, there is a concentration of black students in areas of study 
with poor labour-market outcomes, that is, non-professional fields of study. 
Table 8.6 shows uneven proportions of racial groups in fields of graduation. 

Table 8.6 Degrees, diplomas, and certificates awarded by public universities, percentage by 

race and field of study, 2002

Area of study African Coloured Indian White

Agriculture and renewable natural resources 46.8 1.4 1.2 50.6

Architecture and environmental design 21.7 4.2 4.6 69.5

Business, commerce and management 
sciences

25.8 4.8 13.5 55.8

Communication 34.4 2.1 5.9 57.6

Computer science and data processing 28.1 3.7 13.6 54.6

Education 83.7 3.0 2.2 11.1

Engineering and engineering technology 21.4 2.6 11.0 65.0

Healthcare and health sciences 40.4 5.6 12.3 41.6

Home economics 27.9 3.8 3.4 64.9

Industrial arts, trades and technology 5.1 4.1 1.0 89.8

Language, linguistics and literature 46.7 4.6 5.3 43.4

Law 34.9 6.2 9.0 49.9

Libraries and museums 47.4 5.7 4.1 42.8

Life and physical sciences 34.2 4.9 9.8 51.2

Mathematical sciences 38.6 3.5 10.2 47.7

Philosophy, religion and theology 42.5 6.7 5.0 45.7

Physical and health education 13.0 3.1 3.4 80.4

Psychology 32.8 6.8 7.9 52.6

Public administration and social services 69.0 9.0 3.4 18.7

Social sciences and studies 50.8 5.3 7.1 36.9

Visual performing arts 19.5 4.4 2.4 73.7

Total 48.3 4.5 7.7 39.5

Source: Department of Education, cited in SAIRR, 2003/04
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Labour-market training

The skewed supply from education partly explains the skewed distribution of 
racial groups across skill levels. The other explanation relates to the training 
received in the labour market, which is also a powerful tool to redress the 
inequalities of the past. The culture of training has apparently picked up with 
more firms involved in some form of training and skills development of their 
personnel (Rogerson & Rogerson 2000; HSRC 2003). The Skills Development 
Act has certainly played a significant role in encouraging this training culture 
but there is also increasing recognition of the importance of having a skilled 
workforce. However, the role of labour-market training in redressing the 
inequalities of the past seems to be limited and constrained by the profit motive 
among employers. Training tends to be focused on those occupational categories 
that will most benefit the company. Unfortunately, most of the occupational 
categories that benefit are dominated by whites, since they dominate in the 
skilled categories. This can be seen when comparing recipients of training with 
the proportion of each occupation group by race; it is clear that training as a 
tool to improve the skills of the previously disadvantaged is not being effected.

Table 8.7 presents the proportion of workers trained as a proportion of the total 
number of employees by race group in a particular occupational category. The 
table reflects that a higher proportion of African managers received training. 
However, within the categories of professionals and technicians and associate 
professionals, a lower proportion of Africans was trained, while for whites a 
higher proportion received training.

Some micro-level and qualitative information does, however, give a picture of 
training-related initiatives. General participation trends show improved access 
to training for the previously disadvantaged groups, Africans in particular. 
However, the National Skills Survey revealed that most of the training that 
Africans had access to was not structured learning (HSRC 2003), which is 
critical for human capital accumulation and progression in the labour market. 
Research by Maserumule and Madikane (2004), based on the survey of metal 
and engineering companies in the East Rand, reported that most of the 
training was generic or of a basic on-the-job type. Discrimination was also 
reported in the training of artisans, with whites getting more opportunities 
and being given higher status through grading and/or being paid more when 
compared to their African counterparts. 
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Table 8.7 Proportion of workers trained in relation to total employees by race group and 

occupational category

African Coloured

Occupational categories % share 
employees

% share 
trained

% share 
employees

% share 
trained

Legislators, senior officials and 
managers

17.4 19.2 7.5 8.4

Professionals 37.8 27.6 13.4 6.3

Technicians and associate 
professionals

31.7 30.8 11.7 11.2

Clerks 35.2 36.4 17.0 15.9

Service and sales workers 57.8 49.3 13.4 15.6

Indian White

Occupational categories % share 
employees

% share 
trained

% share 
employees

% share 
trained

Legislators, senior officials and 
managers

6.3 7.0 68.9 65.4

Professionals 4.9 6.1 43.9 60.0

Technicians and associate 
professionals

8.0 8.3 48.5 49.6

Clerks 9.1 9.5 38.7 38.2

Service and sales workers 4.8 6.3 24.0 28.7

These studies do indicate that training as a tool for redress is not being used 
efficiently. This may not be the case generally and some employers may be 
using training to target Africans in order to upgrade their skills and move 
them up the ladder within firms. However, current data indicate that training 
tends to be used for upgrading the skills base of existing employees in their 
current occupations and workplaces. What is missing from the existing 
literature on this issue is information about the efforts undertaken by firms to 
manage change within the workforce. Human-resource management practices 
have a critical role to play in deracialising the labour force and they speak not 
only to addressing overt discrimination, but also to informal institutionalised 
discrimination which occurs between employees.

Fr
ee

 d
ow

nl
oa

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.h
sr

cp
re

ss
.a

c.
za



S TAT E  O F  T H E  N AT I O N  2 0 0 5 – 2 0 0 6

220

Conclusion

It is clear that the labour market is far from being deracialised and concerns 
about the pace of progress in this sphere are valid. While Africans have 
certainly advanced in the labour market, the fact that Africans constitute 
a large proportion of workers and are still concentrated in low-skilled and 
semi-skilled occupations is indeed a cause for concern. The labour market is 
still racially divided between whites in skilled occupations and management 
positions, and blacks concentrated in low- and semi-skilled occupations. 

It is also clear that the government, as an employer, accounts for most of 
the progress observed, particularly at management level. Yet even within 
government there are indications that all is not well, with whites over-
represented in skilled occupations and their proportion in senior management 
relatively higher. Progress in the private sector is slow and uneven. 

What must be borne in mind is that the labour market represents only a 
section of the population – a significant number of Africans, in particular, are 
unemployed and hence not enjoying those benefits of redress that are, albeit 
slowly, accruing to those in employment. The increasing opportunities for 
skilled labour and the decline in demand for unskilled labour have profound 
implications for new entrants to the labour market. 

This speaks directly to the vital role of education as the first port of call for 
skills accumulation. The poor quality of education accessed by the majority of 
the population undermines all efforts to undo the injustices of the past. The 
education system directly feeds the labour market and does, to a large extent, 
determine employability, employment status and earnings.  

Equity legislation, while important in attempting to eliminate discrimination, 
can only resolve part of the problem as evidenced by the fact that the 
government sector as an employer has made significant progress in terms of 
redressing racial distributions while the private sector displays disturbingly 
slow progress. Current legislation does not address or deal with informal 
institutionalised discriminatory practices. Perhaps the recent announcement 
by the Minister of Labour on the monitoring and enforcement of employment 
equity will encourage progress in this process, particularly in the private 
sector (DoL 2003). On the other hand it might also be an opportunity for 
those in the private sector who are committed to transformation to voice 
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some of the problems they are experiencing and that, in turn, may lead to 
further interventions.

In principle, various policies recognise the importance of integrating efforts to 
enhance transformation in the labour market. Human-resource development 
requires a holistic approach with commitment and action from various 
complementary stakeholders, that is, from government (including efforts to 
improve education and training by the departments of education and labour); 
from employers (in changing their human-resource management practices); 
and from individual employees (in addressing informal discrimination). 
Initiatives by any of these groupings alone will not be effective without 
complementary commitments from the others. 

References

Agocs C (2002) Canada’s employment equity legislation and policy, 1987–2000: The gap 

between policy and practice, International Journal of Manpower 23(3): 256–276.

Crankshaw O (1997) Race, class and the changing division of labour under apartheid. 

London: Routledge.

Department of Public Service and Administration (South Africa) (2004) Public Service 

payroll information (Persal). Pretoria: DPSA.

DoL (Department of Labour, South Africa) (2001) Report on employment equity registry. 

Pretoria: DoL.

DoL (2002) Report on employment equity registry. Pretoria: DoL.

DoL (2003) Report on employment equity registry. Pretoria: DoL.

Erichsen G & Wakeford J (2001) Racial wage discrimination in SA before and after the 

first democratic election. Development Policy Research Unit (DPRU) Working Paper 

01/49. Cape Town: DPRU.

GDS (Growth and Development Summit) (2003) Growth and Development Summit 

Agreement, June 2003. Available at www.polity.org.za/pdf/GDSAgreement.pdf.

HSRC (Human Sciences Research Council) (2003) South African national skills survey. 

Report for the Department of Labour and the European Union. 

Keswell M (2002) Intragenerational mobility: A study of chance and change in post-

apartheid south Africa. Paper presented at the DPRU/FES second annual Conference 

on Labour Markets and Poverty in South Africa, October 2002.

Fr
ee

 d
ow

nl
oa

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.h
sr

cp
re

ss
.a

c.
za



S TAT E  O F  T H E  N AT I O N  2 0 0 5 – 2 0 0 6

222

Maserumule B & Madikane M (2004) Is the Skills Act working for workers? South African 

Labour Bulletin 28(3): 30–33.

Mbeki T (2005) Address of the President of South Africa, Thabo Mbeki, to the second 

joint sitting of the third democratic Parliament. Cape Town, 11.02.05.

Moll P (2000) Discrimination is declining in South Africa but inequality is not, Studies in 

Economics and Econometrics 24(3): 91–108.

Rogerson CM & Rogerson JM (2000) Dealing in scarce skills: employer responses to the 

brain drain in South Africa, Africa Insight 30(2): 31–40.

Rospabé S (2000) Did labour market racial discrimination decline with the end of

apartheid? An analysis of the evolution of hiring, occupational and wage discrimi-

nation between 1993 and 1999 in South Africa. Paper presented at the International 

Jubilee Conference of the Economic Society of South Africa, Johannesburg,

13–14.09.01.

SAIRR (South African Institute of Race Relations) (2003/04) The South African survey 

1995–96. Johannesburg: SAIRR.

Stats SA (Statistics South Africa) (2002) Labour force survey (February). Pretoria:

Stats SA.

Stats SA (2003) Labour force survey (March). Pretoria: Stats SA.

Stats SA (2004) Labour force survey (March). Pretoria: Stats SA.

Van der Berg S & Burger R (2003) Education and socio-economic differentials: A study of 

school performance in the Western Cape, South African Journal of Economics  71(3): 

496–524.

Fr
ee

 d
ow

nl
oa

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.h
sr

cp
re

ss
.a

c.
za


