
Zak Essa

Working Paper Series
Number 311

Public employment and livelihood trajectories in 
South Africa's constrained labour market



About the Author(s)

Zak Essa:  London School of Economics & Political Science, Department of Geography and 
Environment; Presidential Employment Stimulus; SALDRU Affiliate

Acknowledgements

I am deeply grateful to Dr Kate Philip whose generous mentorship and incisive ideas shaped this 
paper's development. The implementing agencies of the Presidential Employment Stimulus 
offered invaluable insights from the frontlines of practice, enriching this research with their 
practical wisdom. I owe special thanks to the Social Employment Fund for multiple workshops, 
site visits, and opportunities to talk to wonderful participants which grounded this paper’s 
recommendations. Thank you also to Dr Joshua Budlender for thoughtful engagement with an 
earlier draft that helped sharpen both the argument and its expression. And finally thank you to 
the DG Murray Trust for supporting this research more broadly.

Corresponding email addresses: zaakiressa01@gmail.com

Recommended       citation

Essa, Z. (2025). Public employment and livelihood trajectories in South Africa's constrained 
labour market. Cape Town: Southern Africa Labour and Development Research Unit, 
University of Cape Town. (SALDRU Working Paper Number 311)

© Southern Africa Labour and Development Research Unit, UCT, 2025

Working Papers can be downloaded in Adobe Acrobat format from http://opensaldru.uct.ac.za.  A 
limited amount of printed copies are available from the Office Administrator:  
SALDRU, University of Cape Town, Private Bag, Rondebosch, 7701, Tel: (021) 650 5696, Email: sal-
admin@uct.ac.za



Public employment and livelihood trajectories in South 
Africa's constrained labour market 

Zak Essa*

Saldru Working Paper 311 
University of Cape Town 

March 2025 

Introduction 

This year more than one million people will parƟcipate in Public Employment programmes (PEPs) in 

South Africa. These programmes involve the provision of work that is state funded but outside the usual 

structure of the public service. In a context where unemployment is the main determinant of poverty, 

Public Employment offers a form of social assistance to protect people from social and economic 

vulnerability. But when South Africa’s social protecƟon landscape changed with the advent of the Social 

Relief of Distress Grant (SRD) to support the working aged, unemployed populaƟon, the policy 

conversaƟon shiŌed alongside it with a renewed emphasis on the ways work maƩers beyond income. 

This is parƟcularly in relaƟon to the way that parƟcipaƟon in meaningful work could build skills, 

capabiliƟes, and networks that can lead to improved economic parƟcipaƟon and livelihoods. From this 

perspecƟve Public Employment is arƟculated as mulƟ-purpose policy tool, where well-designed and 

well-implemented programmes can ideally act as a safety net and a springboard into more producƟve 

and resilient livelihoods. 

The theory of change for the springboard funcƟon of public employment is built on an 

assumpƟon: the ability of unemployed people to access economic opportuniƟes is partly hampered by 

barriers including a lack of resources (income and producƟve assets,) limited hard and soŌ skills, a lack 
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of work experience, and market know-how (searching for a job, networks, gaining market access, or 

running an enterprise.) One role for public employment, then, is to equip parƟcipants with the 

capabiliƟes to overcome some of these barriers, derived from parƟcipaƟon in work and ideally 

combined with opportuniƟes for skills development and training, asset accumulaƟon, and networking. 

However, the success of this claim is oŌen judged solely on the ability of Public Employment to 

propel parƟcipants directly into sustainable, market-based employment or entrepreneurship. One 

problem with this framing is that this is an unlikely outcome for the majority given South Africa’s context 

of low labour demand and high barriers to entry for entrepreneurship. Another is that it neglects a 

growing body of anthropological and sociological research which reveals that livelihoods transcend 

labour market status (Cooper, 2024; Honwana, 2012; Neves & Du Toit, 2013). That is, in a precarious 

economic landscape where millions of working aged people do not have access to stable waged labour, 

livelihood strategies are complex, people may make a living through a porƞolio of acƟviƟes: combining 

and moving between short term waged labour or gig work, informal trade, social grants, subsistence 

acƟviƟes, co-operaƟves, and reciprocal exchanges with kinship networks. Measuring success solely as 

the transformaƟon from unemployment to sustainable employment, then, means that Public 

Employment is seen as a transiƟonary labour market status rather than one acƟvity within a person’s 

livelihood. In the policy discourse, this means that any economic opportuniƟes that emerge from Public 

Employment which improve people’s porƞolio of livelihood acƟviƟes and living condiƟons along the way 

are lost. But promoƟng these acƟviƟes can improve economic inclusion and resilience and contribute 

to the fight against poverty.  

This paper challenges the convenƟonal view of Public Employment programmes by exploring 

their mulƟfaceted impact on livelihoods in South Africa. Drawing inspiraƟon from Sabates-Wheeler & 

Devereux's (2013) study of graduaƟon from social protecƟon, it is guided by the following quesƟon: 

How do Public Employment programmes in South Africa contribute to more producƟve livelihoods, and 

under what condiƟons will this lead to improved economic outcomes? Over four secƟons, the paper 

develops a conceptual framework to answer this quesƟon which moves beyond the dichotomy of 

unemployment versus sustainable employment, instead recognising a conƟnuum of livelihood pathways 

and acƟviƟes that parƟcipants may pursue. It avoids the narrow implicaƟon that sustainable 

employment is the only desirable outcome: embracing the idea that economic progress in a labour 

constrained economy encompasses various forms of increased economic parƟcipaƟon as part of a 

livelihood porƞolio. The aim is to provide a richer understanding of how Public Employment 

programmes can contribute to meaningful economic advancement and trajectories out of poverty, even 

amidst challenging labour market condiƟons. 
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The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: it begins by challenging the view that these 

programmes can act as 'springboards' to wider labour market opportuniƟes for all parƟcipants, instead 

acknowledging that progress in South Africa’s constrained labour market is more incremental and 

gradual. Building on this foundaƟon, the next secƟon presents a conceptual framework for how Public 

Employment programmes can promote and improve livelihood strategies. The third secƟon unpacks 

this framework in more detail and examines the mechanisms that enable these strategies: wage 

transfers, parƟcipaƟon in work, and complementary support. The fourth secƟon delves into the complex 

interplay of enabling and constraining factors that shape these livelihood trajectories. Finally, it 

discusses the implicaƟons of this framework for policymakers and pracƟƟoners aiming to support 

transiƟons into more producƟve livelihoods, arguing for a more holisƟc approach that recognises 

incremental progress, differenƟates strategies based on parƟcipants' proximity to labour market 

opportuniƟes, and leverages partnerships to provide comprehensive support. 

 

Reframing the role of Public Employment in promoting livelihoods 

Public Employment in this paper is defined as the creaƟon and provision of state-funded work that is 

outside the usual structure of public service (Philip, 2023). With a labour market that is unable to create 

work at the scale required and where unemployment is the main determinant of poverty2, the NaƟonal 

Development Plan (NDP) advocates for the social provision of work, describing it as “one of the most 

effecƟve forms of social protecƟon” (p. 360.) It is in this context of severe and structural unemployment 

that Public Employment contributes to both labour market and social protecƟon policy.  

 The NDPs view of social protecƟon is ambiƟous, aiming to support transiƟons into more 

producƟve livelihoods wherever possible (p. 382.) This vision, illustrated in Figure 1 below, builds on the 

‘TransformaƟve Social ProtecƟon’ framework3 which encourages policymakers to maximise synergies 

between intervenƟons that prevent and protect against deprivaƟon while promoƟng producƟvity and 

encouraging transformaƟon, enabling people to escape poverty sustainably. To visualise this in a 

different way: it is about the provision of life jackets to protect and prevent people from drowning, 

building the capabiliƟes to get back to shore (promoƟve and developmental,) and addressing the causes 

for people being vulnerable to drowning in the first place (transformaƟve.) The expectaƟon, therefore, 

is two-fold: to act as both a safety-net and a springboard towards a beƩer life.  

 
2 See Leibbrandt et al. (2000) who show that access to wage income is central to understanding household poverty dynamics 
in post-Apartheid South Africa.  
3 The ‘TransformaƟve Social ProtecƟon’ framework was developed by Devereux & Sabates-Wheeler (2004), partly in response 
to the dominant ‘Social Risk Management’ framework supported by the World Bank in the early 2000s.  
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Figure 1: Func ons of Social Protec on  
(adapted from Devereux & Sabates-Wheeler, 2004 and NPC, 2011) 

 

Even though Public Employment is important for protecƟon and prevenƟon, the extent to which 

it can provide a ‘springboard’ into the labour market through its promoƟve and developmental funcƟons 

is of central concern within recent policy debates (Philip, 2025). The rhetoric underlying these claims – 

for the ‘springboard’ funcƟon of Public Employment - predominantly focuses on the ability of 

parƟcipants to transiƟon into formal employment or viable entrepreneurship4. Put differently: this 

discourse portrays Public Employment as a ‘springboard,’ ‘bridge,’ ‘trampoline,’ and ‘ladder’ that can 

propel people from unemployment directly into market-based, ongoing, and secure work that is paid 

adequately (McCord & Slater, 2015)5 . This is overly opƟmisƟc. While there are anecdotal accounts of 

Public Employment enabling such transiƟons for some, exisƟng evidence suggests that this is an unlikely 

outcome for most parƟcipants6.  

 
4 McCord (2004, 2017) has documented the gap between policy demands and programme realiƟes which highlight the tension 
of promoƟng livelihoods alongside reducing poverty through Public Employment. McCord & Slater (2015) argue that 
policymakers oŌen overlook the structural issues that hinder the ability of social protecƟon to contribute to sustainable 
employment outcomes. But despite these structural constraints, poliƟcal rhetoric remains focused on transiƟons into 
sustainable employment (see for example Philip, 2023, p. 373).  
5 The NDP (2011), for example, suggests that “Public employment opportuniƟes provide a bridge between social grants and 
sustainable employment” (p. 280). The Expanded Public Works Programme (EPWP) has compared Public Employment to a 
‘ladder’ into the ‘core economy’ (see McCord, 2005). While Harambee Youth Employment Accelerator (2024a) see Public 
Employment as a ‘trampoline’ into work opportuniƟes. 
6 DomesƟcally, a review of the third phase of the EPWP (2014 – 2019) concluded that “most parƟcipants did not find formal 
employment” (SA CiƟes Network, 2021). Among parƟcipants who exit the EPWP programme, a recent presentaƟon from the 
Department of Public Works and Infrastructure found that only 22% find employment (with no definiƟon provided for what 
kind of employment). Overall, however, there are limited data on transiƟons from PEPs. 



 6 

To understand the inability of Public Employment to transiƟon people directly into sustainable 

employment means confronƟng “wider factors such as labour demand and labour market structures” 

(p. 134.)  These issues are underscored in labour market staƟsƟcs which communicate a fundamental 

constraint in the economy: there are limited market-based opportuniƟes available for people entering 

the labour market. Between 2014 and 2024, for example, the labour force added approximately 5.5 

million people (22.5 million to 28 million, including discouraged work seekers.) While the number of 

jobs in the formal sector over the same period increased by only 700 000 (10.8 million in 2014 to 11.5 

million in 2024) (StaƟsƟcs South Africa, 2024).  

With limited labour market opportuniƟes, many look to entrepreneurship and the informal 

economy to take up this significant slack. This essenƟally shiŌs the burden of economic survival onto 

the unemployed, expecƟng them to overcome macroeconomic development failures through self-

employment (Li, 2017). But the structure of the economy creates significant barriers to entry which 

restrict these possibiliƟes7. These challenges are compounded for a large proporƟon of Public 

Employment parƟcipants who generally live in remote or peripheral areas (Philip, 2013). So even when 

opportuniƟes do become available, a considerable number of parƟcipants are likely to be at the boƩom 

of the queue to access them. 

 Social protecƟon, to paraphrase Devereux (2012), cannot be the soluƟon to an economic policy 

failure to generate sufficient employment opportuniƟes. The reality is that the ability of Public 

Employment to facilitate transiƟons into market-based employment hinges on the broader economic 

context. When an economy's capacity to absorb labour stagnates, “there is liƩle a public employment 

programme can do to ensure that parƟcipants are able to exit into wider opportuniƟes” (Philip, 2013, 

p.34.) From this vantage, seeing Public Employment as a bridge between unemployment and jobs in the 

wider labour market might be overly opƟmisƟc. For most parƟcipants, it is then important to ask the 

quesƟons: What does this ‘springboard’ realisƟcally look like, what forms of addiƟonal economic 

engagement can be supported that lead to improved livelihoods? 

Rather than expecƟng these intervenƟons to catalyse rapid transiƟons into formal employment 

or swiŌ 'exits' from poverty, Philip advocates for focusing on the incremental economic parƟcipaƟon 

shiŌs and complementary livelihood acƟviƟes that Public Employment can facilitate.  

 

Illustrated in Figure 2 below, Public Employment alone may not overcome the well-documented 

structural barriers to sustainable employment. Nonetheless, it can support parƟcipants in engaging in 

 
7 Economists Kingdon & Knight (2004) seek to explain high unemployment in South Africa. They uncover that barriers to entry 
into informal employment are high, and where entry is possible, earnings are extremely low. Philip (2010) lends further weight 
to this by showing how structural inequality means that markets in poor and rural communiƟes are thin and corporate 
saturaƟon high, resulƟng in limited scope for micro-and-small enterprises to succeed. This point is elaborated later on in this 
paper.  
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addiƟonal income-generaƟng and livelihood acƟviƟes, thereby making their livelihood porƞolio more 

resilient and sustainable. From this perspecƟve, the ‘springboard’ looks more like a set of stairs which 

underscores the reality that progress – especially for those at the margins - is oŌen a series of 

incremental steps rather than a single leap to economic stability8. Not everyone will make it all the way 

to sustainable employment, especially if economic condiƟons remain constrained. Some will even take 

steps backward given the risks that households living below or close to the poverty line face9. This 

remainder of this arƟcle is predominantly about the mechanisms and constraints for how Public 

Employment can lead to improved economic parƟcipaƟon: steps further away from poverty and closer 

to a sustainable livelihood.  

 

Figure 2: Stages of economic inclusion for Public Employment par cipants  
(adapted from Philip, 2013) 

 

 

A conceptual framework to think about diverse livelihood trajectories through 

Public Employment programmes 

The conceptual framework shown in Figure 3 below is about the role of Public Employment in promoƟng 

livelihoods, focusing on how parƟcipaƟon in these programmes may contribute to addiƟonal income 

 
8 Harambee’s (2024) Breaking Barriers report shows how young South Africans face “non-linear” experiences in the labour 
market: ebbing and flowing between short-term formal jobs, side-hustles, gig work, and unpaid work within their communiƟes. 
9 Using longitudinal data, SchoƩe et al. (2022) demonstrate that overlapping inequaliƟes and deprivaƟons mean that 
households experiencing chronic and transient poverty have few opportuniƟes for economic mobility but face many threats 
that risk pushing them further into deprivaƟon.  
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generaƟng and livelihood acƟviƟes that supplement the wage income that parƟcipants earn. Drawing 

from Hajdu et al. (2020) these acƟviƟes can include: (1) enhancing parƟcipants' ability to invest in or 

uƟlise producƟvity-boosƟng assets (e.g. forming savings groups); (2) engaging in acƟviƟes that increase 

producƟvity (e.g. agricultural acƟviƟes); and (3) facilitaƟng engagement with economic opportuniƟes, 

including informal enterprises and self-employment opportuniƟes. Focusing on livelihoods is not about 

saying that a combinaƟon of acƟviƟes to survive is preferable to a “proper job”. It is about saying that 

stable, well-paid jobs are not always accessible, especially in South Africa, and that diverse strategies 

for survival and resource accumulaƟon need to be supported so they are more sustainable and resilient.  

It is important here to expand on what is meant by livelihoods in pracƟce. There is a robust 

empirical literature that illustrates how households experiencing poverty navigate a “complex (…) 

porƞolio of acƟviƟes” rather than relying on a single acƟvity such as wage income (Scoones, 2013, p. 

172.) Whereas an employment-based approach primarily focuses on formal employment in the labour 

market, a livelihood approach is about the diverse strategies people use to sustain themselves in 

contexts where formal employment is limited (Cooper, 2024). The focus on a “proper job” as the 

ulƟmate goal of development, Ferguson & Li (2018) point out, means that anything outside of formal 

employment is usually defined only by what it lacks (e.g. informal, unemployment, instability, 

insecurity). This is parƟcularly unhelpful because millions of people are unable to access stable, waged 

jobs and increasingly have “non-standard” ways of making a living (ibid.) This perspecƟve also aligns 

with recent research on labour market experiences in South Africa, where young people navigate a 

complex, non-linear landscape of short-term formal jobs, side hustles, gig work, and community 

engagement (Harambee, 2022).  
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Figure 3: A conceptual framework for transi ons from Public Employment 

 

 

The framework starts with an assumpƟon: the ability of unemployed people to access economic 

opportuniƟes is parƟally hampered by barriers including: (1) a lack of resources (income and producƟve 

assets); (2) limited work experience, technical and non-technical skills; (3) high risk environments; and 
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(4) limited market and business know-how (Sabates-Wheeler & Devereux, 2013). The direct promoƟve 

and developmental role of Public Employment is then to equip parƟcipants with the capabiliƟes to 

overcome some of these barriers, derived from parƟcipaƟon in work and wage income, and ideally 

combined with opportuniƟes for skills development and training, asset accumulaƟon, and networking. 

Beyond the direct mechanisms, the framework also recognises that indirect mechanisms – including 

economic spillovers, improved service delivery, and delivering public goods and services – can augment 

promoƟve and developmental potenƟal.  

The producƟve and developmental mechanisms can play a range of funcƟons which generate 

producƟve effects for parƟcipants. These effects include: (1) improved employability; (2) enhanced 

engagement and feasibility of livelihood and income generaƟng acƟviƟes; and (3) an improved ability 

to invest in or uƟlise producƟvity-boosƟng assets. However, the translaƟon of these effects into tangible 

improvements in economic parƟcipaƟon and livelihoods is not uniform. Instead, it is mediated by an 

interplay of contextual, programmaƟc, and structural factors. In other words, the framework illustrates 

that Public Employment can generate producƟve effects for parƟcipants, while also highlighƟng the 

complex interplay of factors that determine how these effects translate into improved economic 

parƟcipaƟon and livelihood outcomes. This echoes Amartya Sen’s seminal ‘CapabiliƟes Approach’ which 

recognises that different people have differing abiliƟes to convert the same resources into capabiliƟes 

to pursue the kind of lives they have reason to value10 

Depending on the interacƟon between these factors and the producƟve effects, there are a 

range of outcomes and pathways. While a minority of parƟcipants may achieve the ideal outcome of 

sustainable employment or progress to further training and educaƟon, others may unfortunately return 

to unemployment with minimal improvement in their wellbeing. Between these two groups, however, 

the framework delineates a conƟnuum of outcomes, encompassing a variety of income generaƟng and 

livelihood acƟviƟes. This spectrum includes, but is not limited to, micro-entrepreneurship iniƟaƟves, 

engagement in the gig economy or side hustles, parƟcipaƟon in cooperaƟve or agricultural acƟviƟes, 

and involvement in savings and buying groups11. The acƟviƟes are not mutually exclusive: parƟcipants 

may engage in mulƟple acƟviƟes simultaneously (including remaining in a Public Employment 

programme), creaƟng diverse livelihood porƞolios (Scoones, 2013). These intermediary outcomes 

represent an improvement to people’s living standards and recognising them allows for the possibility 

to consider how to maximise their potenƟal. Moreover, a porƞolio of acƟviƟes, when combined with 

 
10 Chapter 12 of Sen’s (2008) book, “The Idea of JusƟce” challenges Rawls’s focus on “primary goods” which does not account 
for the relaƟve (dis)advantages between different individuals to convert resources into capabiliƟes. 
11 Many income generaƟng and livelihood acƟviƟes are, as Hadju et al. (2020) suggest, “contextually dependent, varied, and 
unfold over Ɵme - making them difficult to capture analyƟcally” (p. 2.) So, this list is almost surely incomplete. The challenge 
for researchers and pracƟƟoners is to make visible and recognise these acƟviƟes to beƩer support parƟcipants in their journeys 
towards sustainable livelihoods.  
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Public Employment income, may collecƟvely meet the threshold for a sustainable livelihood – that is a 

livelihood that can cope with stresses and shocks, and maintain or enhance its capabiliƟes (Chambers 

& Conway, 1992) – and a trajectory out of poverty. The remainder of this paper elaborates on the 

components of this framework and provides pracƟcal recommendaƟons for policy makers and 

pracƟƟoners.  

 

How Public Employment promotes income generating and livelihood activities 

This secƟon presents the direct promoƟve and developmental mechanisms through which income 

generaƟng and livelihood acƟviƟes could materialise. Table 1 below collates the mechanisms, 

disƟnguishing between: (1) a wage income transfer; (2) the added value of parƟcipaƟon in work; and 

(3) complementary acƟviƟes and livelihood support. While the first two mechanisms are common 

across Public Employment programmes, the third mechanism varies across programmes.  

There are also indirect mechanisms which are not included. For instance, wage payments to 

parƟcipants increase incomes and spending, thereby sƟmulaƟng local economies12. The higher demand 

for goods and services could correspond to higher aggregate employment and more economic 

opportuniƟes (Franklin et al., 2024). Another is that the assets and services delivered through Public 

Employment programmes can support local economic development and, in turn, promote livelihoods13. 

When Public Employment enhances public goods and services—such as upgrading informal 

seƩlements, ensuring food security, recycling, irrigaƟon, sanitaƟon, managing catchments, maintaining 

roads, schools, and hospitals, and providing early childhood services—it bolsters service delivery and 

human capital formaƟon, leading to beƩer health, educaƟon, nutriƟon, and social cohesion. Improved 

infrastructure and service delivery also creates a more conducive environment for businesses, both of 

which have promoƟve and developmental benefits.   

 

Wage income transfers 

Wage income transfers can enhance the ability of parƟcipants, who may otherwise be constrained, from 

engaging in income generaƟng and livelihood acƟviƟes. Several studies in the South African context 

show that cash transfers to households – even in modest value – can have producƟve impacts on 

livelihoods14. The first funcƟon of wage income is de-risking risking investments into producƟve 

 
12 In a recent example of mulƟplier effects, Bassier & Budlender (2024) study the sƟmulus effects of the Basic EducaƟon 
Employment IniƟaƟve in South Africa calculaƟng that at least R13 million per month from programme payments translates into 
increased wages and local incomes, suggesƟng a boost to local economies.   
13 Philips (2013, p. 32 – 34) outlines the role of Public Employment in supporƟng local economic development and inclusive 
growth in communiƟes. Lal et al. (2010, p. 9) go one step further and expand on the regional and naƟonal economic benefits 
too.  
14 Hadju et al. (2020) demonstrate that the Child Support Grant has some long-term producƟve effects on rural households in 
South Africa, notably in asset accumulaƟon and agricultural acƟviƟes. A series of other qualitaƟve and quanƟtaƟve studies 
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acƟviƟes. Households experiencing poverty are exposed to various risks which affects the types of 

acƟviƟes people can engage in and the earnings they can achieve (SchoƩe et al., 2022; Dercon, 2006). 

The fear – and very severe consequences - of potenƟal losses prevents people from invesƟng in high-

return acƟviƟes like entrepreneurship for example. The reduced risk and vulnerability that predictable 

income transfers guarantees means that parƟcipants have less risk and are able pursue more ambiƟous 

and potenƟally profitable livelihood acƟviƟes.  

 
validates the claim that grant income is used to make producƟve investments in livelihood acƟviƟes (see for example Patel et 
al., 2023; Granlund & Hochfeld, 2020; Neves et al., 2009). 
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 A second related funcƟon is that income transfers may reduce liquidity constraints that enable 

investment into producƟve acƟviƟes. Capital investment is a significant barrier to livelihood and income 

generaƟng acƟviƟes, including in the informal economy (Fields, 1990). The acƟviƟes that arise from 

market opportuniƟes and have potenƟal for higher earnings have larger capital requirements (Grimm 

et al., 2011). If worthwhile entrepreneurial or livelihood acƟviƟes require some level of capital, then 

individuals who cannot access capital may be prevented from entry and get stuck in low-producƟvity 
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acƟviƟes15. For parƟcipants who are trapped in low-producƟvity acƟviƟes due to these barriers, wage 

income transfers could provide the necessary capital to cover fixed costs and invest in high-return 

acƟviƟes.  An increase in monthly income can also be used to leverage addiƟonal credit at lower interest 

rates to invest in producƟve acƟviƟes. But when wage transfers are too low or unpredictable, and when 

the duraƟon of a programme is too short, these posiƟve effects are tempered (Gehrke & Hartwig, 2018). 

 

The added value of parƟcipaƟon in work 

The wage income earned through access to decent work maƩers for producƟve acƟviƟes, but it is the 

parƟcipaƟon in work that differenƟates Public Employment from a cash transfer. The added value of 

parƟcipaƟon in meaningful work means that parƟcipants can experience a range of benefits, which 

enhances the ability to access addiƟonal income generaƟng and livelihood opportuniƟes16.   

The first and second funcƟons involve the acquisiƟon of skills gained through the experience of 

work. In economic terms, the transfer of skills through working improves the quality of labour supply, 

broadening parƟcipants' employment opportuniƟes and income streams (Lal et al., 2010). On the one 

hand, this encompasses technical skills and on-the-job training, enabling parƟcipants to engage in new 

economic acƟviƟes or enhance producƟvity in their current livelihoods17.  While on the other, the 

experience of work itself means that parƟcipants need to confront new situaƟons, work with other 

people, and follow work-place norms which can improve non-technical skills or “soŌ skills.” These skills 

are needed for employability, but also for livelihood and income generaƟng acƟviƟes where punctuality, 

maintaining relaƟonships, and problem solving are important too18. However, the effecƟveness of skills 

acquisiƟon depends on the quality, adequacy, and transferability of these skills to other producƟve 

acƟviƟes (McCord, 2005). 

The third funcƟon of parƟcipaƟon in work is exposure to networks and access to informaƟon. 

The role of social capital – arising from membership in a network of relaƟonships - for accessing 

economic opportuniƟes is well documented in economic and sociological literature19. In some cases, 

Public Employment could build “bridging” social capital where parƟcipants can connect to wider 

 
15 See for example Banerjee et al. (2019)  
16 See for example the Report of the United NaƟons Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, Olivier De 
SchuƩer (2023), on “The employment guarantee as a tool in the fight against poverty” and Guidance note 13 of the 
InternaƟonal Labour OrganisaƟon’s (2017) book Ɵtled “Towards the right to work: A guidebook for designing innovaƟve public 
employment programmes.” 
17 For example, parƟcipants who took worked in soil and water conservaƟon projects in Ethiopia’s ProducƟve Safety Net 
Programme (PSNP) reported applying these skills to their own land and farming acƟviƟes (Campbell cited in ILO, 2017). While 
80% of school assistants working in the Basic EducaƟon Employment IniƟaƟve in South Africa report learning new work-related 
skills (Presidency, 2024, p. 7.)  
18 Habiyaremye et al. (2022) study the NaƟonal Rural Youth Service Corps in South Africa and conclude that improvements in 
“soŌ skills” are strongly associated with higher chances of employment and successful entrepreneurship. AddiƟonally, these 
skills are found to be more significant than technical skills in determining labour market outcomes.  
19 For a sociological view of social capital see Bourdieu (1986), for an economic perspecƟve CheƩy et al. (2022) and Glaeser et 
al. (2002). 
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networks, opportuniƟes, or influenƟal members of their community20. Although this is parƟcularly 

difficult in South Africa’s context of racial spaƟal planning that structurally limits socioeconomic 

integraƟon (Keswell & Burns, 2022). Public Employment can more easily build “bonding” social capital 

which strengthens relaƟonships and networks among parƟcipants which fosters solidarity, mutual aid, 

access to informaƟon, and social support21.  

 The fourth funcƟon involves the psychosocial benefits of parƟcipaƟon in work22. A powerful 

narraƟve in development is that stable employment provides both “a stable livelihood and of a kind of 

social membership or incorporaƟon for all” (Li & Ferguson, 2018, p. 1.) Without access to work, 

unemployed people are likely to experience psychological distress, social isolaƟon, and an inability to 

achieve culturally recognised milestones23 which all have long term implicaƟons for labour market 

outcomes (De Lannoy et al., 2015).  ParƟcipaƟon in meaningful work offers a counterfactual: social 

inclusion, increased dignity and self-esteem, and community recogniƟon which are important for 

livelihood outcomes and transiƟons out of social protecƟon (ILO, 2017, p. 18.)  

 

Complementary acƟviƟes and livelihood support 

Public Employment programmes oŌen bolster their promoƟve and developmental potenƟal by 

integraƟng work experiences with complementary acƟviƟes and livelihood support. Skills training 

modules are the first, and most common, complementary acƟvity to Public Employment programmes24. 

The raƟonale is straighƞorward: work experience alone does not suffice to improve labour market 

outcomes (McCord, 2005). Training modaliƟes typically fall into three categories: (1) vocaƟonal or 

technical training directly related to the work at hand; (2) life skills training; or (3) training in unrelated 

skills that enhance exisƟng income-generaƟng or livelihood acƟviƟes. However, the effecƟveness of 

these training programs is oŌen undermined by the scale and spaƟal reach of Public Employment 

 
20 “The Role of Social Capital in Combaƫng Poverty” by Warren et al. (2001) provides an overview and discussion of the 
differences between “bridging” and “bonding” social capital.   
21 A regular finding in qualitaƟve studies on the EPWP and Community Work Programme (CWP) is that parƟcipaƟon in work 
builds support networks and kinship among parƟcipants (see for example Dladla, 2023; Hough & Prozesky, 2013; Stuart, 2022). 
These networks can form the basis of stokvels (savings groups) and provide access to informaƟon about further economic 
opportuniƟes.  
22 Hussam et al. (2022) for instance, study the psychosocial value of employment among Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh 
compared to cash transfers and find that access to work improves mental health, reduces depression, and enhances cogniƟve 
funcƟon and physical health. These benefits are not replicated by cash transfers alone.  
23 Honwana’s (2012) book, “The Time of Youth” provides an excellent overview of the social and cultural implicaƟons of youth 
unemployment. For a different approach, du Toit et al. (2022) explore the personal and social experiences of unemployment 
in two South African townships, highlighƟng the psychological distress, sƟgmaƟsaƟon, and marginalisaƟon that unemployed 
people face. 
24 The core objecƟve of EPWP, for example, aims to “provide poverty and income relief though temporary work for the 
unemployed to carry out socially useful acƟviƟes while at the same Ɵme equipping parƟcipants with a modicum of training 
and work experience, which should enhance their ability to earn a living in the future” (Growth and Development Summit, 
2003). In Phase II, formal training was made a compulsory component for EPWP implemenƟng partners and agencies, although 
this was later dropped due to a series of difficulƟes outlined by McCord (2017).  
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iniƟaƟves, exacerbated by limited budgets that compromise the quality of skills acquisiƟon25. In other 

words, it is hard to run effecƟve and high-quality skills training across many worksites, geographies, and 

contexts with very limited budgets.  

 Public Employment programmes can also play a range of roles to create interfaces and pathways 

into small enterprise or co-operaƟve acƟviƟes. The first funcƟon is through entrepreneurship support, 

which can include business training, business plan development, business registraƟon assistance, or 

mentoring. Entrepreneurship links can also extend by expanding the range of “what is possible” by 

exposing parƟcipants to new livelihood opportuniƟes - for example, using alternaƟve business models 

(e.g. co-operaƟves, mutual benefit socieƟes, social franchises, etc.) and avenues for income generaƟon 

(e.g. early childhood development centres, regeneraƟve agriculture, urban food gardens, etc.) 

embedded into the work experience26.   

The second way is by enhancing market access which makes livelihood and income generaƟng 

acƟviƟes more feasible. This includes aggregaƟng produce so that small scale farmers can access 

markets, providing a market for consumer goods, streamlining regulatory standards or securing off-take 

agreements27. A third funcƟon is for Public Employment programmes to facilitate access to producƟve 

assets or inputs and inputs, such as farming, welding, or construcƟon equipment available outside of 

work hours, and even land or producƟon inputs for expanded livelihood acƟviƟes. Although there are 

risks, as Philip (2013) recognises, of expecƟng these programmes to funcƟon as enterprise development 

agencies. 

Finally, Public Employment programmes can promote livelihoods through financial inclusion by 

facilitaƟng the formaƟon of saving groups, financial literacy training, and linkages to financial services 

which improve access to credit.  

 

Factors that enable or constrain livelihood trajectories from Public Employment 

The promoƟve and developmental mechanisms of Public Employment and their accompanying 

funcƟons must be understood in relaƟon to the circumstances that impose real constraints on different 

groups of people and influence the opportuniƟes available to them.  These variaƟons for Sen (2008) are 

not just due to personal characterisƟcs, they “reflect pervasive variaƟons – large, small and medium – 

 
25 McCord (2005) criƟques EPWP’s training components as inadequate to improve labour market outcomes due to its 
misalignment with labour market demands and the limited- short term nature of job opportuniƟes. InsƟtuƟonal constraints 
further diminish its impact.  Shai (2021) also acknowledges that training faces severe challenges due to “limited training funds, 
public bodies failing to allocate the minimum 5% for training in project budgets, limited number of accredited providers and 
delays in the procurement of accredited service providers” (p. 28.) 
26 See for example Shai (2021) who shows how a social franchising model can be used to incubate early childhood development 
enterprises through Public Employment programmes.  
27 In the PresidenƟal Employment SƟmulus, for example, the Municipal Infrastructure Support Agency established a waste 
management programme where waste was separated at source. The scale of the waste collecƟon provided the volumes 
required for 141 recycling enterprises to be viable (Presidency, 2023).  
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in the human condiƟon and in relevant social circumstances” (p. 261.) The relaƟonship between access 

to resources and escaping from poverty is therefore “both variable and deeply conƟngent on the 

characterisƟcs of the respecƟve people and the environment in which they live – both natural and 

social” (p. 254.) Put differently, social inequaliƟes and differences maƩer greatly for people trying to 

convert resources and opportuniƟes into improved livelihoods.  

 This secƟon recognises numerous factors – simultaneously working at different levels– that 

enable or constrain the promoƟve and developmental mechanisms of Public Employment. This is in 

tune with Sabates-Wheeler et al. (2018) who validate that “context is an obvious determinant and 

influencer of livelihood trajectories” but is not sufficiently considered when analysing transiƟons from 

social protecƟon. Visualised in Figure 4, this secƟon focuses on four factors that could enable or 

constrain livelihood trajectories: (1) parƟcipant and household heterogeneiƟes; (2) programme design 

and implementaƟon; (3) community and environmental influences; (4) South Africa’s unique set of 

structural constraints. This is not an exhausƟve list, but the overall implicaƟon is that Public 

Employment’s promoƟve and developmental mechanisms will not lead to the same livelihood 

trajectories – or labour market outcomes – for all parƟcipants.  

 

ParƟcipant and household heterogeneiƟes 

ParƟcipants in Public Employment programmes are not homogenous. These programmes reach people 

with different work histories and skill sets, and cut across age brackets, educaƟonal qualificaƟons, and 

gender. They reach people with different levels of social capital and access to informaƟon – and people 

with disabiliƟes too. These differences do not exist in isolaƟon but intersect with broader social norms, 

hierarchies, and forms of discriminaƟon, creaƟng varying livelihood trajectories and influencing the 

extent to which different groups of people can capitalise on addiƟonal economic opportuniƟes through 

public employment.   
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Figure 4: A typology of enabling and constraining factors 

 

 Household composiƟon and access to resources or assets can influence livelihood pathways 

too. Households with some producƟve assets like land or livestock are beƩer posiƟoned to build on 

programme support, while those starƟng from a very low asset base may struggle more (Sabates-

Wheeler & Devereux, 2013). The composiƟon influences the extent to which parƟcipants can convert 

addiƟonal resources from Public Employment into producƟve opportuniƟes (Sabates-Wheeler et al., 

2019). For instance, households with higher dependency raƟos have less capacity to spend wage income 

on livelihood acƟviƟes (ibid.). While heavy care responsibiliƟes, disproporƟonately shouldered by 

women, can limit parƟcipaƟon in producƟve acƟviƟes28.   

 
28 Analysing Ɵme-use surveys, Budlender (2010) shows that South African women spend 246 minutes on unpaid care work 
each day, while men spend just 89 minutes per day.  
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Programme design and implementaƟon factors 

Public Employment programmes vary considerably with a diversity of programme design choices 

(McCord, 2008). While programme design is partly a funcƟon of technocraƟc policymaking, the choices 

are oŌen influenced by ideological and fiscal consideraƟons29. Depending on these factors, programmes 

can take on different forms that vary in terms of wage levels, scale, duraƟon, implementaƟon modaliƟes, 

quality of work experiences, and complementary support (McCord, 2008) – all of which have 

implicaƟons for their promoƟve and developmental potenƟal.  

The size of wage transfers is an evident example. If the transfer size is large enough it can 

overcome liquidity constraints and increase disposable income to invest in producƟve assets (Sabates-

Wheeler & Devereux, 2015). With the same fiscal envelope, however, there is a trade-off between the 

size of the wage and the number of people that can be included leading to “transfer diluƟon” (p. 928.) 

For instance, the EPWP jusƟfies their minimum wage – which is 45 percent lower than the naƟonal 

minimum wage – through the raƟonale that more people can be reached (Philip, 2025). Although 

diluƟon increases incomes and provides work for more people, it can undermine the ability of 

parƟcipants to pursue income generaƟng and livelihood opportuniƟes.  

The duraƟon of Public Employment work experiences can also influence livelihood trajectories. 

If a work experience is too short, it may undermine the benefits of parƟcipaƟon in work and be 

inadequate for meaningful skills transfers or capital accumulaƟon. The evidence that short term Public 

Employment can improve labour market engagement is thin, with benefits being largely limited to 

income transfers (McCord & Slater, 2015)30. While evidence from Ethiopia suggests that a longer 

duraƟon of employment improves asset accumulaƟon (Berhane et al., 2014). Some Public Employment 

programmes seek to overcome this barrier by offering part-Ɵme work for a longer duraƟon of Ɵme, 

where parƟcipants are expected to use non-work Ɵme to pursue skills development, income generaƟon, 

and livelihood opportuniƟes31.  

 
29 Devereux & Sabates-Wheeler (2007) summarise the debates and ideological consideraƟons implicated in the design and 
raƟonale underpinning different approaches to social protecƟon programmes.   
30 One excepƟon is the Travaux à Haute Intensité de Main d’Oeuvre (THIMO) in Cote d’Ivoire which offered seven months of 
temporary employment in road maintenance paying at the naƟonal minimum wage. ParƟcipaƟon in the programme, according 
to Bertrand et al. (2017), led to a shiŌ away from self-employment during parƟcipaƟon, as youth took up the beƩer paid and 
more secure public works jobs. However, one year aŌer compleƟon of the program, the public works parƟcipaƟon had 
increased monthly earnings from self-employment acƟviƟes by 32%, with no increase in the likelihood of being self-employed. 
The authors suggest that mechanisms for these higher entrepreneurial earnings seem to be increased savings and investments 
in microenterprises facilitated by earnings during the program, as well as potenƟal skills and signalling effects from work 
experience and training. 
31 In the PresidenƟal Employment SƟmulus, the Social Employment Fund and NaƟonal Youth Service both offer a maximum of 
100 days of work per year paid at the naƟonal minimum wage. The raƟonale for part-Ɵme employment is that it serves as a 
“support scaffolding” where parƟcipants have a minimum level of income security combined with the networks, structure, and 
social inclusion associated with parƟcipaƟon in work (Presidency, 2023). The expectaƟon is that parƟcipants use non-work Ɵme 
to pursue skills development, income generaƟon and livelihood opportuniƟes, although the extent to which this happens in 
pracƟce is uncertain. 
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Constraints and enablers also emerge from a range of other design choices related to targeƟng 

and the presence and appropriateness complementary support and livelihood acƟviƟes. For example, 

some intervenƟons like the Community Work Programme (CWP) aim to provide a safety net and 

economic inclusion in areas where unemployment and deprivaƟon are severe (Philip, 2013). It is 

designed as an ongoing programme that offers 100 days of work per year and has limited 

complementary support and livelihood acƟviƟes. In contrast, the much smaller Water Graduate 

Employability Programme, that was part of the PresidenƟal Employment SƟmulus, targeted 

unemployed graduates to parƟcipate in a four-month work experience to improve labour market 

outcomes (Presidency, 2023). Alongside employment, parƟcipants received intensive mentorship, skills 

training, sƟpends for fieldtrips, and access to equipment.   

Finally, to maximise the promoƟve and developmental potenƟal of Public Employment, delivery 

and implementaƟon maƩers. It maƩers that payments are reliable and on Ɵme. It maƩers that work 

experiences are meaningful. It maƩers that parƟcipants are treated with respect and dignity. It maƩers 

that the work complies with labour regulaƟons and standards.  

 

Community and environmental influences 

Where people live can influence prospects for economic improvement, regardless of individual efforts 

or characterisƟcs. Jalan & Ravallion (2002) call these influences “geographic poverty traps,” whereby a 

community’s endowments influence livelihood trajectories of otherwise idenƟcal households32. In other 

words, a household living in a community with beƩer public and privately provided goods and services 

is more likely to escape poverty than an idenƟcal household living in a poorly endowed community. This 

means that Public Employment parƟcipants located in different communiƟes may have varying abiliƟes 

to leverage the promoƟve and developmental benefits into improved livelihoods.  

For instance, the economic environment of a community - including availability of markets, 

infrastructure, service delivery, and economic diversity - can all influence livelihood trajectories. 

However, this may not always work in predictable ways. In one respect, proximity to urban centres with 

more robust markets and higher per capita incomes could make small enterprise acƟviƟes more 

 
32 Their study, located in rural China during the 1980s, found that residing in a poor area reduces the producƟvity of a farmer's 
investments, potenƟally trapping areas with insufficient "geographical capital" (such as inadequate roads or access to 
healthcare) in poverty. The authors find that the household registraƟon system or hukou, which Ɵes social services to specific 
locaƟons, as well as thin rural land markets and uncertain property rights hinder consumpƟon growth among otherwise 
idenƟcal households.  
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feasible33. Less intuiƟvely though living in a rural area that has limited market linkages may increase the 

likelihood of small enterprise success because of lower compeƟƟon with mulƟnaƟonal retailers34.  

In the context of a rapidly changing climate, environmental context maƩers too. Public 

Employment reaches a disproporƟonate number of people living in poverty compared to the formal 

labour market. People living in poverty face higher exposure to environmental hazards, being forced to 

seƩle in riskier areas prone to floods, droughts, and other disasters (Hallegate et al., 2020). When 

environmental – or non-environmental – shocks and disasters occur, recovery is parƟcularly difficult, 

leading to setbacks in health, educaƟon, and economic prospects (ibid.) There is a vicious cycle in 

relaƟon to livelihoods: disasters can push people into poverty or keep them trapped there, while the 

threat of disasters can discourage investments that could improve economic outcomes.  

Finally, variaƟons in social factors at a community level maƩer including: the levels of safety and 

security, the nature of community Ɵes and support systems, as well as social norms and gender roles 

(Sen, 2008, p. 254 – 57.)   

 

South Africa’s unique set of structural constraints on livelihood acƟviƟes 

The legacy of Apartheid and colonisaƟon in South Africa created enduring inequaliƟes and structural 

constraints which contribute to high open unemployment (Klasen & Woolard, 2009). The nature and 

sheer extent of these challenges is captured in the ReconstrucƟon and Development white paper:  

Our history has been a biƩer one dominated by colonialism, racism, apartheid, 

sexism and repressive labour pracƟces. (…) The economy was built on systemaƟcally 

enforced racial division in every sphere. Rural areas were divided into 

underdeveloped bantustans and well-developed, white-owned commercial farming 

areas; towns and ciƟes were divided into townships without basic infrastructure for 

blacks and well-resourced suburbs for whites. SegregaƟon in educaƟon, health, 

welfare, transport and employment leŌ deep scars of inequality and economic 

inefficiency. (…)  

In commerce and industry, very large conglomerates dominated by whites control 

large parts of the economy. Cheap labour policies and employment segregaƟon 

have concentrated skills in white hands. Workers are poorly equipped for the rapid 

changes taking place in the world economy. Small and medium-sized enterprises are 

 
33 For instance, a study of informal enterprises in South Africa by Woodward et al. (2011) finds that businesses in urban areas 
have significantly higher income and sales compared to rural areas, although proximity to shopping centres may negaƟvely 
affect informal retailers. 
34 For example, in a Concern Worldwide graduaƟon programme implemented in Rwanda, Sabates-Wheeler et al. (2018) 
unexpectedly find that households from Kibeho, a remote rural sector, were significantly more likely to improve their livelihoods 
compared to those from RusaƟra, a less remote area near a main road. However, the authors emphasise that the sector 
variable likely captures various unidenƟfied factors beyond just remoteness which may have biased results.  
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underdeveloped, while highly protected industries lower investment in research, 

development and training. The informal sector and ‘survival sector’ include many of 

South Africa’s women workers, who are underpaid and exploited.  

The result is that in every sphere of our society — economic, social, legal, poliƟcal, 

moral, cultural, environmental — South Africans are confronted by serious 

problems. 

ReconstrucƟon and Development Programme (1994, p. 7)   

 

Take agriculture which accounts for half of total employment across Sub-Saharan Africa but 

employs just 5.4 percent South Africa's workforce (Our World in Data, 2024; Stats SA 2025). This is a 

discrepancy that can be traced directly to the systemic dispossession of assets from the black majority 

by colonial and Apartheid authoriƟes. Land and livestock, the basis for agricultural livelihoods, were 

forcibly stripped through racist legislaƟon like the 1913 NaƟves Land Act. The Act’s effects were a poison 

that slowly diminished black land ownership and agricultural livelihoods (Beinart & Delius, 2014.) It 

restricted African land purchase, undermined sharecropping arrangements, and over Ɵme, transformed 

many independent black farmers into wage labourers on white-owned farms (ibid.) This has not only 

limited agricultural self-employment opportuniƟes but also entrenched rural poverty and contributes 

to excepƟonally high levels of open unemployment. “GeneraƟons later, labour supply now far exceeds 

labour demand,” Philip points out, “yet there is no easy return to land- based livelihoods for people who 

can no longer be absorbed into the labour market” (2025, p. 8.) 

The legacy of systemic dispossession went hand in hand with economic distorƟon, which means 

that barriers to informal acƟviƟes and small enterprise development are equally significant. The 

country's economy is characterised by an unusually high degree of concentraƟon and monopolisaƟon, 

a direct consequence of apartheid-era sancƟons and exchange controls which trapped capital within 

the country and forced conglomerates to diversify domesƟcally35. This resulted in a market structure 

where large corporaƟons dominate not just heavy industry, as Philip (2025) show, but also the 

producƟon of basic consumer goods typically produced by small-scale manufacturers in other 

developing contexts.  

The consequence is that aspiring entrepreneurs in poor communiƟes face an uphill baƩle: they 

must contend with established mulƟnaƟonals who control producƟon, distribuƟon, and brand 

recogniƟon even in the most remote areas (ibid.) This leaves liƩle room for small-scale manufacturing 

 
35 See Havemann (2014) who argues that apartheid-era exchange control systems contributed to long-lasƟng structural 
distorƟons in the economy. It deterred foreign investment, increased industrial concentraƟon, and hindered development of 
export-oriented manufacturing. These effects, alongside other apartheid policies like land dispossession, created unique 
economic challenges that persist in post-apartheid South Africa, including a less compeƟƟve industrial structure and a smaller 
informal sector compared to other developing countries. 
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or agro-processing of everyday items, forcing many into retail or service-oriented businesses instead36. 

The informal sector, typically a refuge for those excluded from formal employment, is notably 

constrained in South Africa, comprising only 19.6% of non-agricultural employment (Stats SA, 2024). In 

policy terms – although some informal acƟviƟes offer poverty relief – pursuing large-scale informality 

neither matches South Africa’s economic context nor serves as an ideal soluƟon to poverty or inequality 

given how informality perpetuates poverty traps in other economies on the conƟnent (Philip, 2025),  

More to the point: structural impediments to entrepreneurship, coupled with the devastaƟon 

of land-based livelihoods due to historical dispossession, significantly narrows the pathways available 

for self-employment and informal economic acƟviƟes. The implicaƟon is that in a context where 

“policies have systemaƟcally distorted almost every economic market and social insƟtuƟon” (Carter & 

May, 1999, p.28), leveraging Public Employment opportuniƟes or cash transfers into livelihood or 

income-generaƟng acƟviƟes, and eventually sustainable employment is extremely difficult37. This does 

not negate the promoƟve and developmental mechanisms of Public Employment but calls for realisƟc 

opƟmism for what can be achieved through social protecƟon alone.  

   

The implications for policymakers and practitioners looking to support 

transitions into more productive livelihoods 

This paper sought to challenge the oversimplified noƟon that Public Employment programmes can 

single-handedly overcome structural inequaliƟes and serve as a direct bridge between unemployment 

and sustainable employment. As an alternaƟve, it presents a framework for promoƟng livelihoods 

through Public Employment which underscores the reality that for many, pathways out of 

unemployment – and, oŌenƟmes, by extension poverty - are rarely characterised by a single leap from 

deprivaƟon to prosperity. In other words, it recognises the complex and oŌen non-linear nature of 

livelihood development – especially for people at the margins. For many parƟcipants, the journey 

towards economic stability and improved livelihoods is typically an incremental process: marked by 

small but significant steps forward. This understanding presents several avenues for policymakers and 

pracƟƟoners aiming to deepen the producƟve potenƟal of Public Employment.  

Understanding that transiƟons for many people are non-linear means that policymakers should 

facilitate movement through or combinaƟons of various forms of support aimed at bringing people 

closer to sustainable employment. Put differently, the ‘springboard’ role of Public Employment is also 

 
36 This is reflected in the Survey of the Employed and Self-Employed which is a cross-secƟonal dataset designed to study 
informal enterprises in South Africa. Data from its latest round in 2017 suggests that retail or service-orientated businesses 
make up at least 75% of all enterprises, while less than 10% of businesses focus on manufacturing (Stats SA, 2019).  
37 See for example Hadju et al. (2020) for a realisƟc analysis of the producƟve potenƟal of the Child Support Grant in South 
Africa. 
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about moving parƟcipants towards, rather than only directly into sustainable employment. The concept 

here is termed ‘developmental graduaƟon’ and the principle is that when people leave a social 

protecƟon programme they should transiƟon into different forms of support, rather than exiƟng all 

forms of support (Samson, 2015). It also involves connecƟng exisƟng parƟcipants to addiƟonal, relevant 

intervenƟons so that they can transiƟon sustainably from a Public Employment programme.  

 There is no one-size-fits-all model that will allow parƟcipants to transiƟon towards sustainable 

employment. Instead, an effecƟve strategy would involve delivering appropriate intervenƟons to 

different groups of people in different contexts. Not everyone wants to be – or can be – an entrepreneur. 

Livelihood opportuniƟes that hold potenƟal in urban centres may not find ferƟle ground in rural areas 

with thin markets. Similarly, a young person living in a city may just want to get a job, while a caregiver 

with access to farmland in a rural area may not want to move to the city for a job. Ignoring contextual 

factors that enable or constrain the ability of people to capitalise on opportuniƟes will result in 

intervenƟons that bear liƩle resemblance to lived realiƟes: a kiss of death for any iniƟaƟve aiming to 

improve livelihoods.  

From a policy perspecƟve, this approach is beginning to take hold. In parƟcular, the PresidenƟal 

Employment SƟmulus has advocated for an approach termed ‘Work SA’ which emphasises the current 

lack of strategic coherence and integraƟon of strategies focussed on economic inclusion for unemployed 

people and makes the case for layered approaches and stronger interfaces between different 

dimensions of support. This takes as its starƟng point that mulƟple intervenƟons are needed at different 

levels of economic engagement and that there need to be differenƟated strategies depending on 

people’s proximity to labour market opportuniƟes – along with stronger interfaces between different 

forms of support.  For those furthest away, one starƟng point could involve beƩer integraƟon of cash 

transfers and Public Employment programmes to enhance livelihood prospects. For instance, while the 

Social Relief of Distress grant liŌed millions of unemployed people above the food poverty line, it also 

increased their probability of labour market acƟvity (Orkin et al., 2023.) The next level of economic 

engagement for people receiving the grant could be the opƟon to transiƟon into a Public Employment 

programme. The integraƟon of these two policy tools – cash transfers and Public Employment – could 

create a more robust and dynamic pathway towards broader economic parƟcipaƟon. 

While Public Employment programmes can form part of pathways to more advanced forms of 

economic engagement, the sombre reality is that for the foreseeable future most unemployed people 

will remain excluded from sustainable employment opportuniƟes, unless there is comprehensive 

structural transformaƟon of the economy to support such a transiƟon. This means, crucially, that many 

parƟcipants may remain in programmes for extended periods, where programmes can act as long-term 

incubators of economic progress.   The Social Employment Fund, for example, offers a promising model, 
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with part-Ɵme work providing a stable income base while allowing Ɵme for skill development and other 

income-generaƟng and livelihood acƟviƟes (Presidency, 2023.) 

For Public Employment programmes, this also means strengthened interfaces with the 

enterprise development sector – including through the Department of Small Business Development, 

the Small Enterprise Development Agency, and the private sector – to provide extension services, 

including access to finance, market linkages, and entrepreneurship training. It can also include more 

modest intervenƟons that encourage parƟcipaƟon in savings groups, improve food security, or health 

and wellness support. These are important outcomes that take Ɵme, and this approach requires a 

recalibraƟon of expectaƟons for quick transiƟons that can undermine livelihood improvements. Instead, 

the focus should shiŌ to gradual, sustainable improvements in economic standing and overall well-

being, recognising these as valid and valuable outcomes in their own right. 

For those closer to labour market entry, however, Public Employment programmes can be 

strategically posiƟoned within the broader framework of acƟve labour market policy. Here, programmes 

can be designed to enhance employability through a three-pronged approach: skill retenƟon, pracƟcal 

applicaƟon, and criƟcal work experience acquisiƟon. In a labour market where employers hesitate to 

hire people without prior work experience, Public Employment programmes can offer valuable first 

work experiences – breaking a paradoxical cycle where experience is required to gain experience 

(Harambee, 2024.) Moreover, programmes can provide a pracƟcal arena for skill applicaƟon, 

counteracƟng the rapid erosion of unused abiliƟes and preserving society's investment in skills 

development (Philip, 2013.)   They can be integrated with job matching and placement services – such 

as Employment Services of South Africa or NaƟonal Pathway Management Network. AddiƟonally, 

programmes can incorporate support for CV wriƟng, securing reference leƩers, and accessing 

psychosocial support.  

Finally, the financial constraints of Public Employment programmes necessitate a shared 

responsibility approach to improving livelihood outcomes. With budgets already stretched thin - for 

instance, 80 percent of the Social Employment Fund and 95 percent of the Basic EducaƟon Employment 

IniƟaƟve budgets allocated to wages - there is limited capacity for any addiƟonal livelihood support, let 

alone mulƟfaceted support for a range of forms of economic engagement. Meaningful partnerships 

with state and non-state actors are essenƟal to supplemenƟng work experiences with tailored livelihood 

support. Local examples such as the Basic Package of Support and Year Beyond, as well as internaƟonal 

models like BRAC's ultra-poor graduaƟon programme, demonstrate the potenƟal for collaboraƟon to 

achieve beƩer outcomes than government efforts alone. Already programmes in the PresidenƟal 

Employment SƟmulus have embedded a whole-of-society approach in their design and are required to 

build partnerships within and beyond the state. Leveraging the resources and experƟse of mulƟple 
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government departments, civil society, and the private sector can significantly enhance efforts to 

promote sustainable livelihoods. 
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