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Executive Summary 

In the past years we saw how information technology has evolved and how it has impacted our 

lives. It improved the way in which we do things, including how we carry out our tasks at work 

place. Through technology, employment in other industries was affected since robots were 

being introduced to replace humans in doing day to day work.  

When compared with other industrial revolutions, a fourth industrial revolution has totally 

changed how people work, communicate with one another, how markets operate and how 

businesses operate. The Fourth industrial revolution evolves from digital revolution and as well 

as the growing utilization of new technologies such as artificial intelligence, cloud computing, 

robotics, 3D printing, the Internet and, advanced wireless technologies. Every single industry 

in every country around the world has been affected. 

Given the high unemployment rate and the poor education system in comparison to the 

continuous rapid growth of disruptive information technology, South Africa will have a 

problem keeping its citizens relevant and employable during this fourth industrial revolution. 

The rate of unemployment continues to grow in South Africa as companies continue to retrench 

employees due to new technologies. This means the working environment has changed and 

does not require certain skills of its employees as technology performs the same tasks 

efficiently and effectively. Like tellers in the banking sector are becoming less irrelevant as 

most of the banking services are performed on ATM, cell phone and internet banking.  

Unfortunately, even graduates are not exempt from the high levels of unemployment. This 

essay therefore aims to explore the impact of the observation made by the World Economic 

Forum with regards to how existing jobs will be affected by the Fourth Industrial Revolution 

(4IR). It explores how can the South African can retain jobs for those already employed as well 

as how more jobs can be created despite the prevalent high unemployment rate and the lack-

lustre education system. 
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1.1 Introduction  

 

The Geneva conference, which South Africa is part of, highlighted the potential impact that 

technology is going to have on the current workplace. It identified the sectors where jobs are 

going to be lost, it further identified the skills that will be required in the near future. 

We look at the role SA government can undertake to curb job losses, whilst already suffering 

from a weak economy that has contributed to a high Employment rate and a view of self-

inflicted poor education system. How will it fair and what can Government do, this time with 

the backdrop of a Fourth Industrial Revolution? 

 

Unemployment rate was recorded at 29.1 % from the fourth quarter of 2019 (Stats SA, 2010). 

This is extremely very high rate for SA as an emerging market and as a leading economy in 

Africa. High unemployment rate is normally associated with high levels of poverty and 

inequalities. All sectors of the economy are adversely affected by this high levels of 

unemployment which indicates an economic contraction. The skilled workers and unskilled 

workers are all affected the same way, both urban and rural areas alike. Crime is also sky 

rocketing as a result thereof.  

There are fears that with the Fourth Industrial Revolution jobs will be lost, but this is far from 

the truth. South African decision-makers across sectors need to take bold steps to ensure that 

there is sufficient re-skilling to help reabsorb workers into the workforce (Magwentshu, 

Rajagopaul, Chui and Alok, 2019). South Africa would have to develop new policies and 

strategies to address 4IR. This will impact in public, private, labour and education sectors. As 

of October 2019 the unemployment rate in South Africa was 29.1% (SA, 2019). This translates 

to 6.7 million South African’s looking for employment. The bulk of these unemployed citizens 

have education levels which are below matric. 

It is not true that technology will replace humans, but it will increase productivity and reduce 

costs. There are those professions that can never be replaced by robots, especially those 

requiring the emotional or social aspect of human interaction, for instance psychiatrists.  A lot 

of jobs with the 4IR will become redundant with the move from labour intensive to skills 

intensive production. The effect of retrenchments in the banking sector in South Africa is an 

example of the 4IR impact with the closure of many branches. Employees will have to undergo 

retraining of skills because of automation in manufacturing, Augmented Intelligence, 

Information and communication technology (ICT) and advanced robotics. There is clear and 
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visible evidence of machines taking over in certain industries according to Kayembe (2019). 

An example of this is with Telemarketers who are already being replaced by automated sales 

calls, Cashiers at McDonalds being replaced by self-service tills, these employees do not have 

to lose their jobs but they can be retrained to maintain new technological developments 

depending on the educational qualification they currently possess.  

1.2 Factors Contributing to the High Rate of Unemployment in South Africa  

There are various reasons why there is such a high rate of unemployment in South Africa, The 

Department of Government Communication and Information Systems (GCIS) has indicated on 

their Insight Newsletter Issue 13 that some people have the believe that unemployment only 

started after democracy in 1994, whereas that is entirely not true as many people have been 

struggling to find employment before democracy. 

The said newsletter has indicated that post democracy the unemployment rate in South Africa 

was at 20.5% and in 2014 the unemployment rate was at 25.2%. The newsletter goes on to 

outline that South Africa has experienced low levels of investment in the education system for 

Africans, including unfair job reservation due to nepotism which became a norm before 

democracy. 
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Figure 1 Unemployment rate per province (%), Q1: 2019 

The information in Figure 1 above clearly gives the gloomy picture about unemployment in 

SA, it has been released by Starts SA 2019. Beall, Jo, Owen, Parnell and Susan (2000) have 

discussed one of the factors that are causing high unemployment rates is the fact that the 

population of South Africa is growing at a faster speed than the economy of the country, 

whereas the number of vacancies does not match the increase in population rate.  

 

The GCIS Newsletter issue 13 has also outlined a few factors that contribute to the high 

unemployment rate: 

• The global recession 2008: During this recession period many employees lost their jobs 

due to companies not being able to pay salaries to the number of employees they had, hence 

the workforce had to be reduced. 

• Trade Unions in Government: The high wage demand leads to the decrease in new 

employment creation as companies cannot afford to increase wages and create more posit ions 

at the same time. 
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• Entrepreneurship: A lack of entrepreneurship in the South African youth has a factor in 

the high unemployment rate as many young people do not embrace entrepreneurship 

opportunities as compared to seeking employment. 

• Slow growth on the economy: South Africa is experiencing a slow growth in the 

economy where less jobs are created to meet the demand of the South African population. 

• The Poor Education System, the quality of education in South Africa contributes greatly 

to the unemployment rate in the country – matric students that have matriculated with 

exemptions are considered as functionally illiterate; meaning the grade 12 student who just 

matriculated does not possess adequate quality in mathematical, writing and communication 

skills, therefore they struggle with tertiary level education. 

1.2.1 What Does the Term “Poor Education System” Mean? 

Aksentijević and Ježić (2019:194) state that education has an extreme effect on the economy 

and the authors refer to education as “key factor in determining whether the country is 

developing, developed or under developed”. Therefore, it is safe to say that to build coherent 

economic value, investing in education should be the top priority of the government. 

Unfortunately, the South African Department of Education has been a centre of controversy in 

recent years from unsatisfactory infrastructure, to failing of books delivery and not to mention 

the violence in public schools which now seems to be the main characteristic of South African 

public schools (SABC Digital News, 2017).  

Another concern, is the proliferation of school drop outs, or prolongation of courses (from three 

year course to taking six years) (Stats SA, 2019). This shows that the country has a long way 

in dealing with the issue of unemployment which emanates from poor education system. The 

research shows disturbing results, especially because we are now living in the digital age where 

fourth industrial revolution is trending. However, the question remains: will the country have 

enough skills to globally compete in the economic contexts, or will the country be just patron? 

As the end users need adequate skills to operate the systems, what will happen to 

unemployment rate?  
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1.2.2 Economically, is South Africa up to Par? 

The SA economy has been volatile in the past decade; the growth rate has been way lower than 

the levels required to stimulate job creation in order to reduce high unemployment rate. Sound 

and clear economic policy should provide positive direction for both macro and micro-

economics. It is actually the life blood of the economy. As a developing country, there is still 

plenty of room for improvement in order to ready the country for another industrial revolution. 

The critical part is the commitment, concentration and determination of the government in the 

implementation of the policy. 

Governments’ role is covered by enacting laws, and at times where private markets fail, an 

economic role for government may arise. Government does have inherent economic functions 

which are: to provide the legal and social framework (NDP 2 for SA has enacted this framework 

to cover this); to Maintain competition, and to provide goods and services to the public.  

The inevitable threat that is presented at the Geneva conference, creates a challenge in how 

government is ‘to prepare a safety net for workers for a shift in permanency and quality of new 

jobs’. 

 

Figure 2 Unemployment rate 1999 – 2019 
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Since from 2008 SA economy has not been growing at the rate high enough to reduce 

unemployment to safe required levels. Figure 2 indicates chronic failure of SA government 

economic interventions. 

Will there be a market failure? Will the South African Government be able to avoid job losses 

given the current employment rate and education system? How do we define them as a part of 

Government failure or Market failure? Market Failure is “a circumstance in which private 

markets to not bring about the allocation of resources that best satisfies society’s wants”. Will 

South Africa be able to provide adequate resources in order to best meet the demands of the 

4IR? 

1.2.3 Is South Africa Technologically Ready? 

Technologically, South Africa is behind when it comes to the previous industrial revolution 

(Information technology). Most of the schools in South Africa do not have computers and 

internet. Most of ordinary citizen never used a computer in their lives and that makes most of 

the population computer illiterate. There has however been an increase in digital usage due to 

cell phone banking and accessibility of smart mobile phones. 

 

Like other industrial revolution fourth industrial revolution does not come with problems only; 

however, on the other hand there are numerous number opportunities and roles that come with 

new technology. Based on the article by World Economic Forum (WEF) the estimated is that 

more new roles will be created compared to the job loss from the advancement of new 

technologies. The creation of 133 million jobs as opposed to the 75 million lost. As mentioned 

earlier, not all jobs will be displaced, just those that are repetitive and which can be automated. 

This however does create the opportunity to create more supervisory (middle-management) 

roles since the machines would have to be supervised. Senior management that require the 

human component of emotional intelligence and problem-solving in an emotional and 

psychological sense will created since the middle-management will diversify, expand and the 

quality thereof should increase due to up-skilling.  

 

The Fourth Industrial Revolution might work for the country’s economy as we see companies 

like Capitec bank growing after its establishment during a digital area. The growth of financial 

service’s technology is linked to other industries like telecommunication. People need 

cellphone, data and internet to transact via cellphone banking. Maybe other industries with 

correct resources will follow suit in growing its operations and economy. 
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South Africa is Africa’s most industrialized economy and creates a gateway to Africa. It’s 

recommendations received from the conference are not merely a legislative function as 

accepted in the Geneva Conventions Act, 2012 (Act 8 of 2012), however the recommendations 

do shape the direction in which Government can be equipped, prepared and continue to attract 

foreign investment through a policy framework that bodes well for a developing country. 

1.2.4 Corona Virus COVID-19 shock 

The virus is already impacting the SA economy negatively due to the economic shut down 

caused by the pandemic. According to the SA Reserve Bank the pandemic could lead to over 

370 000 job losses in South Africa. The pandemic completely caught many countries off-guard, 

the overall response has been very poor and thus deepening the impact. 

1.3 Issues to be Addressed  

Aksentijević and Ježić (2019:199) postulate concerns respecting the negative repercussions of 

poor education system in any given country. In context, robots are now performing tasks that 

ordinary South Africans with average education would do; like welding, painting cars and 

taking orders from customers. That shows the country will need highly skilled people, critical 

thinkers, creative and innovative minds to proffer ideas and even to control, develop or utilize 

such robots (Stairs et al. 2018:313). To produce the skilled people, country will have to improve 

education system, and that starts by addressing big issues facing the education sector; poor 

infrastructure, lack of resource and the issue of overcrowded classrooms. 

1.3.1 Infrastructure 

 Janse van Rensburg et al (2015: 393) states that skills development starts with investment in 

infrastructure, as good quality infrastructure facilitates teaching and learning. Harmoniously, 

Mthimunye and Daniels (2019:1) confirm that educational environment can comprise teaching 

and learning because if pupils or students are in unsafe environment, it means they will not be 

able to concentrate in class or even perform to their best ability.  According to SABC Digital 

News (2017) out of 100 pupils who start grade one, 60 will reach matric and 4% will graduate 

with first degree. It is clear that, as we go to fourth industrial revolution, the government will 

have to invest more on the infrastructure that will enable students to learn better and reach their 

potential.  
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1.3.2 Innovation 

Fourth industrial revolution will mean that citizens must technically innovative in order to 

satisfy clients who will conveniently seek faster and cheap products and services (Hellriegel et 

al, 2017:470). To achieve the above mentioned, the education sector should revise or couple 

the current curriculum with elements that will foster creativity and innovation as a way to skill-

develop kids from young age (Akoojee, 2012: 680). Relatedly, the content of the subjects 

should be aligned with the requirements of the complex world of technological advancement 

and be structured in such a manner as to meet the needs of the fourth industrial revolution to 

make the citizens relevant. 

1.3.3 Solutions to the Challenges 

The government should, through a Public – Private partnership, do the following to capitalise 

on new opportunities that comes with 4IR: 

- Increase technology infrastructure “internet access” to the rest of the country, from 

Malelane to Zeerust and from Musina to Khayelitsha, including an increase in 

investment towards cybersecurity.  

- Review or improve policies and regulatory frameworks to suit the current economy 

(e.g. policies that regulate mobile network organisation to make data cheaper and 

accessible and that of the labour market). 

- Retrain or revamps skills of current workers for the new roles that comes with the shift. 

- Empowering the entire education system through technology by introducing more tech 

curriculum and training teachers to be more equipped to transfer the knowledge.   

- Capitalise by increasing employment and resources in the areas where work activity 

still require human interaction e.g.) nurses, doctors, psychologies, marketers, logistics. 

Education can be deemed a public good that government underpinned as a constitutional right 

to all. As a result, Government needs to seize the opportunity that will be presented in 

introducing new skills. They would have to upskill a high percentage of the workforce with a 

focus on:  

- Make building infrastructure a priority to house and handle the developments and 

industries that are going to boom. I.e. Connectivity and cost thereof should be 

accessible to everybody this to accommodate that the means of learning itself has to 

change.  
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- Encourage tertiary institutions to conduct market research and engage with private 

sector and understand the potential future skills needed  

- Allow for different approach to education as some of your workforce has been out of 

formal education. One needs to allow for customized learning, ICT, self- learning and 

peer learning thus addressing the skills gap in the labour markets.  

- The main effects of technology in the workplace are those mundane tasks that can be 

done by machines. Allow for the curriculum to longer focus on Memory based and 

repetitive tasks. Focus more on human intuition, creativity and tech based training for 

coding, robotics and Artificial intelligence. 

1.4 Conclusions  

Government’s role is covered by enacting laws, and at times where private markets fail, an 

economic role for government may arise. Government does have inherent economic functions 

which are: to provide the legal and social framework. South Africa is facing a labour market 

failure if nothing is done to curb further Job Losses.  There is no doubt that the 4IR in South 

Africa presents both opportunities and challenges. The 4IR provides an opportunity for South 

African education institutions to create an environment of creativity and innovation (Kayembe, 

2019). School curriculum of basic education and higher institutions of learning have to be 

redesigned to supply the need. The government could subsidise entities in order to encourage 

upskilling. The current education system could be strengthened by investing in technologically 

focused schools e.g. mathematics, science, robotics and coding. Plenty can be done in this 

regard, however, the implantation of such policies remain imperative. 
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1.5 Recommendations  

Based on the findings of this report it is therefore recommended that the government should 

take an inclusive approach to the economic problems facing SA. Stakeholders, government 

departments, academic institutions, industries, banking sector, youth representatives and many 

more should be included in the formulation of SA economic development strategy. 

Stakeholders should be heavily involved from the initial phase right up to the implementation 

phase. Skills development should take the centre stage of the strategy.   

Current jobs must first be retained and secured. Firms and companies should be supported to 

prevent further job losses. Sound decisions should be taken to support and empower small and 

medium enterprises as well as entrepreneurs. This step would highly stimulate SA economic 

growth due to the fact that economy increase as more players are participating in it. 
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