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National government policy1 in South Africa mandated the 
development of a National Youth Service (NYS) within each 
government department in order to provide long-term and 
effective ways of reconstructing South African society by 
developing the abilities of young people through service and 
learning (RSA, 2003). These capacity building opportunities 
for youth in the country were to be facilitated through the 
National Youth Development Agency.

The 2003 NYS Implementation Plan (RSA, 2003) sets 
out six objectives of the programme: (i) to inculcate a 
culture of service and volunteerism by supporting youth 
to participate constructively in nation-building; (ii) to 
promote social cohesion; (iii) to create understanding 
in young people of their role in the promotion of civic 
awareness, patriotism and national reconstruction; (iv) to 
develop the skills, knowledge and ability of young people 
to enable them to make the transition to adulthood; (v) 
to improve youth employability through opportunities for 
work experience, skills development and support to gain 
access to economic and further learning opportunities; 
and (vi) to harness the nation’s untapped human 
resources and provide a vehicle for enhancing the delivery 
of the country’s development objectives, especially to 
disadvantaged and underserved communities.

The NYS model incorporates three dimensions: service, 
individual development through learning and meaningful 
exit opportunities. Each of these elements need to be 
seen as part of an integrated whole – each element builds 

upon and feeds into the other elements. The model is 
based on the idea that young people require interventions 
that address the personal, social and economic aspects of 
their lives in a holistic manner.

The Department of Science and Technology (DST) 
developed their version of the NYS programme and 
incorporated it firstly within their Youth into Science 
Strategy (YiSS) and later the Science Engagement Strategy 
(SES). Amid the concerns about the numbers of unemployed 
science graduates in the country, the DST embarked 
on the programme to provide workplace experiences 
to unemployed2 Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Mathematics (STEM) graduates. Figure 1 provides a timeline 
of the DST-NYS programme from 2007 to 2017. 

The programme provided work placement for unemployed 
science graduates at science centres, schools and other 
science promotion organisations across South Africa. By 
doing so, the DST aimed to retain these graduates within 
STEM related occupations, as well as provide resources to 
the institutions that host these graduates. In doing so, the 
NYS programme should contribute to achieving the goals 
set out in the National Development Plan to contribute to 
enhancing the STEM human capital of the country (NPC, 
2012). As part of the programme, participants gain work 
experience related to science awareness and have the 
opportunity to attend additional training related to their 
work.3 A stipend is paid to participants to cover costs 
incurred by their participation. 

Introduction and background

THE NATIONAL YOUTH 
SERVICE PROGRAMME

PART A 

1 Green Paper on National Youth Service (1998) and The National Youth Service Implementation Plan (2003).
2 The programme did provide placement for underemployed graduates as well. These graduates were employed, but not in the desired capacity, 

whether in terms of compensation, hours, or level of skill and experience.
3 NYS participants hosted by science centres may have the opportunity to attend training provided through the DST’s Science Centre Capacity 

Building Project (Hannan et al., 2018).
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Participating in work experience has an important role to 
play in providing graduates with the necessary experience 
that will enable them to satisfy the criteria of prospective 
employers, allowing them entry into the labour market 
in a STEM field. Prospective employers tend to look 
favourably on the effort taken by those who have done 
work experience, which empowers new talent and gives 
them an edge to push for positions in the field (Institute 
for Engineering and Technology, 2017). In the current 
labour market, graduates need to have work-ready skills 
from their first day, such as deadline management, phone 
and email etiquette, and the ability to work well in a team. 

In South Africa, despite the drive to produce more science 
graduates, many of these graduates face the challenge of 
being unable to find employment as they attempt to enter 
the labour market. This is often as a result of graduates 
lacking the workplace experience that prospective 
employers seek. The NYS programme, therefore, has a 
critical role to play in the country through building STEM 
capacity, both at the individual and the institutional level. 
 
The DST funded NYS programme was implemented across 
all nine South African provinces in 2007 (with the first 

“Work experience has an important 
role to play in providing graduates 
with skills, allowing them entry into 
the labour market.”

placement of participants in 2008) and was co-ordinated 
by the National Science and Technology Forum (NSTF). 
The NYS programme was initially introduced as a two-
year programme. This first period of the NYS programme 
provided workplace experience to 215 unemployed 
graduates in the areas of STEM.  From 2012, the format of 
the NYS programme was changed to a one-year programme, 
which was co-ordinated by the South African Agency for 
Science and Technology Advancement (SAASTA). 

2007

2008

2012

2017

First intake of 
participants

Inception of the NYS

Shift to SAASTA

10 years of the NYS

A two-year NYS programme 
for unemployed STEM 

graduates co-ordinated by 
the National Science and 

Technology Forum

The NYS is changed to 
a one-year programme, 

co-ordinated by the South 
African Agency for Science 

and Technology Advancement

Figure 1:  Timeline of the NYS programme
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Methodology: Understanding pathways
The study used a pathways framework (Figure 2), collecting information on participants’ educational and labour market 
transitions. This framework allowed for the detailing of participants’ transitions between studying, working and unemployment. 
This report describes how participants’ pathways converge into the NYS programme and then, after participation, diverge 
into further studies, employment or unemployment. The goal of the NYS programme is that participation in the programme 
will facilitate pathways into STEM careers, strengthening the South African STEM community. 

Figure 2: Pathways framework

Employment Employment

Studying

UnemploymentUnemployment

Studying
National Youth 

Service Programme



THE DST NATIONAL YOUTH SERVICE: Work experience for unemployed science graduates – 10-year commemorative report 2007-2017

5

The report incorporates three periods of the NYS programme’s data collection and analysis, shown in  Figure 3. These 
data sources are used to answer the following key research questions: (i) Who participated in the NYS programme? (ii) 
What are the educational related pathways of the participants into the work experience programme? (iii) What are the 
experiences of participants in the NYS programme? (iv) What are the pathways out of the NYS programme? 

Figure 3: Periods of data collection and analysis 

2008-2010: A retrospective study
In 2012, the Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) 
was asked to conduct a retrospective study looking at 
the NYS programme from the first intake of participants 
in 2008 until 2010 (see Reddy and Janse van Rensburg, 
2012)4. An electronic survey was designed which asked 
participants about their backgrounds, experiences 
within the programme and educational and employment 
outcomes from the programme, as well as their educational 
and employment pathways for the prior decade.

The NSTF provided the HSRC with a database of 215 
participants who had applied, were placed and exited 
the NYS programme. The population database included 
information about the participants’ race, gender, age, 
reason for exiting early and qualifications.

2011-2017: An annual tracking
Since 2012, the HSRC has conducted an annual tracking 
study of the NYS programme participants. For the 2012-
2017 period, the HSRC contacted the participants in 
the year of entry into the NYS programme and then 
for two subsequent years5. The South African Agency for 
the Advancement of Science and Technology (SAASTA) 
provided the HSRC with a database of participants who 
had applied, were placed and exited the NYS programme 
between November 2011 and August 2017. Participants 
were tracked annually from the year that they entered 
the NYS until two years after exiting the programme. The 
tracking plan for each year’s cohort is shown in Figure 4 
over the page.  

4 See Methodology Note 1 in Appendix 1.
5 See Methodology Note 2 in Appendix 1.

2008-2010
Retrospective evaluation of the NYS

2011-2017
Annual evaluation of the NYS

2018
Qualititive interviews with NYS 2008 participants and a host organisation
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2018: A qualitative reflection 
As a means of reflecting upon the impact of the NYS 
programme 10 years after the first intake of participants, 
the HSRC conducted in-depth qualitative interviews with 
some of the original NYS programme participants. A 
combination of purposive and snowball sampling strategies 
were used to recruit respondents for this study. The DST 
provided an initial list of four participants that then helped 
refer the interviewer to other participants. Contact details 
of the snowballed NYS programme participants were 
extracted from the Internet. All of the participants were 
informed of the purpose of this study, and the voluntary 
nature of their participation.

The HSRC developed two semi-structured interviews, one 
for the participants and one for the host institutions. The 
semi-structured interview was an appropriate tool for this 
study as it detailed accounts relating to the pathways and 
labour market outcomes of the 2008 participants who have 
benefitted from the NYS programme. Interviews also allowed 
for the participants to provide their own descriptions of 
their career trajectories and experiences over the years. This 

Figure 4: Tracking plan for each cohort

method also allowed the interviewer to probe further and 
therefore gain participants’ in-depth views about the NYS 
programme. Five NYS programme participants took part in 
the study. An interview was also conducted with one host 
institution representative, in order to establish their views 
of the NYS programme and the impact it has had on their 
institution over the last 10 years. 

Signposting the rest of the report
In Part B of this report, we look at the participants of the 
NYS programme, their demographics and experiences of 
the labour market prior to entering the programme. In 
Part C, we document the respondents’ NYS programme 
journey from discovering the programme to being placed 
at institutions, and describe the experiences of the 
respondents in the NYS programme workplace. Part D 
looks at respondents’ experiences and career trajectories 
after exiting the NYS programme. Part E provides 
concluding comments and recommendations for the way 
forward. In this last section, the interviewees from 2008’s 
group of participants offer some advice to future NYS 
programme participants.

•  Population data and 
general demographic 

information provided by 
SAASTA is analysed.

•  Participants 
are contacted in 

December of the year 
that they joined the 
NYS programme to 
collect information 

on pathways into the 
programme.

•  Respondents are 
contacted in December 
of the year after exiting 

the NYS.
•  Information 

on the pathways 
out of the NYS is 

collected to examine 
the respondents’ 
employment and 

educational destinations.

•  Respondents are 
contacted in December 
two years after exiting 

the NYS.
•  Information on 
employment and 

educational destinations,  
outcomes of the 

NYS, and attitudes 
to volunteerism is 

collected. 

YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3
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WHO ARE THE NYS 
PROGRAMME PARTICIPANTS?

PART B 

Since its first intake of participants in 2008, the NYS 
programme has provided workplace experience in STEM 
organisations to just over 1 600 youth in South Africa. This 
part of the report presents the demographic profiles of 
these participants and explores their pathways into the 
NYS programme. 

Demographic and educational 
profile of the NYS programme 
participants (2008-2017)
It is important to compile a demographic profile of the 
participants in order to gain insight into who is accessing 
and benefitting from the programme. Figure 5 provides a 
profile of the NYS programme participants from 2008 to 

2017. The majority of participants accessing the programme 
were black African individuals, while just more than half 
were female. In terms of the educational attainment of 
participants at the Grade 12 level, the majority of survey 
respondents had achieved an exemption pass or above in 
their matric examinations. 

The tertiary qualification profile of the NYS programme 
participants was such that 26% had completed a diploma, 
while 74% had completed a Bachelor’s degree or higher. 
Participants graduated from all major South African 
tertiary institutions, highlighting that participants come 
from a diversity of educational contexts. The majority of 
participants graduated with qualifications in the areas of 
biology, chemistry, engineering and environmental sciences. 
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Figure 5: The profile of NYS programme participants (2008-2017)
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Pathways into the NYS programme 
The participants all attained passes in Grade 12, which were high enough to access formal tertiary qualifications. The 
pathways from the tertiary level into the NYS programme have, however, for most respondents, not been straightforward. 
Figure 6 depicts the different transitions for the 10 years prior to entering the NYS programme for the respondents from 
the 2008 to 2011 period. 

Figure 6: Pathways into the NYS programme6 

Across the two cohorts, respondents accessing the NYS programme followed four distinct pathways into the programme: 
(i) respondents who were unemployed, (ii) respondents who were underemployed as they were working part-time or 
in fields not related to STEM, (iii) respondents who were studying and (iv) respondents who were employed. Figure 5 
illustrates the proportion of respondents falling into each category. Twenty-one percent of graduates were unemployed 
for more than one year before entering the NYS programme.

As indicated in Figure 5, one in every three respondents can arguably not claim to have been formally unemployed 
prior to participation as they studied just prior to entering the programme, while 8% were underemployed and 3% 
were employed before entering the NYS programme. This raises questions about the NYS programme being designed 
for providing workplace experience for unemployed science graduates, and perhaps now rather being seen as a way to 
access the labour market in any form. We do not know what jobs these respondents may have applied for while still at 
university, however, having participants going straight from studying into the NYS is not how the programme was initially 
intended to function.

6  The diagram depicts transitions and does not describe the time spent within that state of studying and/or working.
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Difficulties finding employment 
Respondents were asked about their perceptions related to the barriers to employment, providing some insight into 
barriers to the labour market that graduates experience in the country. The most cited reasons were a lack of experience, 
no job opportunities, where the respondents lived and a loss of hope in finding a job (Figure 7). Sixty-three percent of 
respondents thought the main barrier to finding employment was that they lacked the experience expected by employers.  

Figure 7: Perceived reasons for unemployment 
 

Respondents recognise the signals that access to the workplace requires having experience – yet accessing the labour 
market to gain this workplace experience – especially for the most marginalised, presents another barrier to overcome. 
The theme of interrupted pathways is evident in the stories told by the interviewees from the 2008 group of participants 
(Figure 8).

felt that they were 
suitable jobs but they 
lacked experience

lost hope of finding 
employment

could not find suitable 
jobs where they lived

63%

12% 31%
Unemployed 

graduates

Perceived reasons 
for unemployment

TOP
3
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Figure 8: The 2008 NYS programme participant and their pathways into the programme
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Conclusion
The description of the participants of the NYS programme 
shows that despite their tertiary qualifications they were 
unable to find suitable employment. Respondents stated 
that the primary reason they could not access employment 
was a lack of work experience. Respondents experienced 
different pathways into the NYS programme, with almost 
60% of respondents being unemployed prior to entering 
the programme.

Work experience, as a requisite for entry to the labour 
market, is thus a particular obstacle for those ‘vulnerable’ 

groups whose social and economic positions do not expose 
them to even casual work opportunities. Programmes such 
as the NYS, therefore, serve the purpose of overcoming 
this obstacle by providing participants with the workplace 
experience that they need to access employment and be 
successful.

Part C of the report focuses on respondents’ NYS 
programme journey from finding out about, and entering 
the NYS programme to their experiences during their 
participation in the programme.
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EXPERIENCES IN THE NYS 
PROGRAMME

PART C 

Discovering the DST’s NYS 
programme  
In October 2007, the first advertisement (Appendix 2) 
for NYS programme participants to serve for 24 months 
in one of the host institutions was placed in national 
newspapers. The DST has continued to use this medium 
to advertise the NYS programme, but has expanded the 
coverage through online platforms by utilising career 
portals and posting the advertisements on SAASTA’s 
website. 

It is important to gauge the most successful methods 
in communicating the NYS programme to the youth so 
that strategies can be identified to reach more potential 
participants. Respondents were, therefore, asked how they 
found out about the NYS programme. The respondents 
indicated that they found out about it largely through family, 
friends and personal contacts, as well as via the Internet. 
Just less than 20% found out about the NYS programme 
through newspapers. This highlights that the Internet has 
become a more common source of such information 
for young people, and is, therefore, an effective way of 
advertising the NYS programme. The tertiary institutions 
where the respondents studied were responsible for 
informing 15% of them about the NYS programme. 

LERATO heard about the NYS programme in 2008 
through word-of-mouth. She applied and was recruited for 
the programme.

It was at the end of her Honours degree when PULENG 
saw the advert on one of the university notice boards for 
the NYS position, which she applied for. Puleng wanted to 
gain work experience as this is what most organisations 
look for when reviewing job applications.

IRENE saw a science faculty distributed email 
advertising a post for science communicators. She applied 
and was successful in getting the post at Sci-Enza. Irene 
hoped that the programme would give her insight into the 
different career options available to her and that she would 
gain work and life experience.

One of the directors that LIVHUWANI used to work for 
told her about the National Youth Service Programme. 
She applied for the position, went for an interview and was 
appointed at the Vuwani Science Centre.

Figure 9: How respondents become aware of the NYS programme

Family, friends and personal 
contacts

34%

33%

19%

15%

internet

Newspaper advertisements

Through the tertiary 
institution they were 
studying at
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NYS programme participant 
placement 
Over the 10-year period since the inception of the NYS, 
participants have been placed at over 125 host institutions 
across the country. These institutions have included: 
science centres, schools, observatories, zoos and research 
councils. Appendix 3 lists the institutions that have acted 
as hosts for the NYS programme. 

Link between the NYS programme 
and respondents’ disciplinary focus 
For the NYS programme to provide participants with 
relevant work experience, which will assist them in their 
future chosen careers, it is important that some link exists 
between what they studied at a tertiary level (signal of 
their future career path), and the work experience. 
Respondents were asked about the extent to which 
their tertiary education related to their work experience 
gained within the NYS programme: Eighteen percent of 
respondents indicated that there was a direct link; 57% 
an indirect link7 and 25% no link between their area of 
studies and the workplace experience gained through the 
NYS programme. 

One of the first NYS programme participants, Livhuwani, 
suggested that people from different academic backgrounds 
must be placed in the appropriate sectors so that they are 
able to at least relate what they do in the workplace with 
what they studied. Puleng, another participant from 2008, 
suggested that there should be a system that identifies 
those who do develop a genuine interest and passion in 
the science communication field, and that perhaps these 
identified individuals should be offered  an extra year in the 
programme to give them more exposure and engagement, 
particularly in relation to the implementation of projects. 
She suggested that perhaps one year might not provide 
enough exposure for those who do develop a passion for 
science communication. 

Skills gained through participation 
in the NYS programme
Despite the limited direct link between respondents’ 
disciplinary knowledge and their NYS programme work 
experience, respondents indicated that a number of 
their skills were enhanced through their participation in 
the NYS programme. The main skills that respondents 
had gained were the expertise to communicate science, 
interpersonal skills and knowing how to work in teams. 
The NYS programme thus succeeded in providing 
the participants with the opportunity to experience a 
workplace and understand the dynamics of workplace 
interactions. Technical skills and STEM related skills were 
perceived to have had the least improvement. In terms 
of the goal of assisting participants in transitioning into 
STEM related careers, the NYS programme may, therefore, 
require more of a specific focus on imparting technical 
skills required of a STEM work environment. Regardless 
of this, 71% of respondents indicated that participation in 
the NYS programme improved their employability, with 
a further 12% responding that their employability was 
enhanced, though not related to their subject knowledge.

7  Indirect links refer to respondents working in science communication or education rather than in the discipline that their qualification was in. 

71% of respondents indicated that  

participation improved their 

employability.
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NYS programme experiences of 
the 2008 participants 
Even though the programme did not offer Lerato work 
experience that was specifically in line with the practical 
microbiology work that she had studied, such as working 
in the lab, research and analysis, she was able to adapt 
and learned much from being placed in a science centre. 
The importance of science promotion and awareness was 
instilled in her during this time. Lerato did administration 
work as well as facilitating workshops and promoting 
science. Today, Lerato is the manager of a science centre and 
says she learned a lot from her NYS experience because 
it equipped her to run programmes, be creative in coming 
up with new programmes targeting certain groups, write 
proposals and reports, look for funding for programmes, 
and have good communication and presentation skills. 

Puleng was also able to apply and further develop her 
presentation, research, writing and project management 
skills through her participation in the programme. As 
she got more familiar with the work of science centres, 
Puleng grew fond of, and found her niche in science 
communication. The programme enabled her to be 
involved in both the development and implementation 
processes of delivering school science shows. 

irene learned a lot from the programme because of the 
work that was being done and the fact that the participants 
were involved in everything in the science centre such as 
explaining exhibits, interacting with the public, coming 
up with new ideas, creating new exhibits and science 
shows, and facilitating science centre visits. Irene was also 
involved in applying for funding, proposal writing, planning, 
executing the activities and reporting on projects.

This experience gave Irene a set of skills that she will 
never take for granted, such as responsibility, a good 
work ethic, administration and planning execution, 
event co-ordination, communication skills, and  how to 
interact with the public; line managers, learners and with 
colleagues. This experience also gave her a chance to work 
in teams with people from different cultures and racial 
groups. This helped her to get to know and understand 
colleagues from different backgrounds and demographic 
groups. She was also exposed to new content knowledge 
(e.g. even though she studied Biotechnology, she learned 
about Mathematics and Physics), which broadened her 
horizon in the different scientific fields.

She saw this experience as both a learnership and 
participant work because she did not feel like she had 
much to give at that point in terms of experience, as 
she had her qualifications, but not necessarily the work 
expertise. Irene also regards it as volunteer work because 
she felt she did give back in terms of community work.  

Lerato and Irene noted that what they would improve 
about the programme is communication in terms of what 
the programme entails and what to expect at all stages of 
the programme, especially at the initial stages. In addition, 
SAASTA would need to check on host institutions on a 
regular basis.

Livhuwani found it challenging at first because she would 
teach Mathematics and Geography to Grade 12 learners 
and Computer Literacy to the general public. Teaching the 
Grade 12 learners was particularly challenging as they 
would come in large groups and she had to go the extra 
mile and engage with their school teachers to gain a better 
understanding of the subjects so as to present effectively 

Figure 10: Skills gained through the NYS programme

Presentation Skills
Facilitation Skills

Technical Skills

Leadership Skills

SET Skills

Ability to work in Teams

Project Mangement
Interpersonal Skills

Events Management

Ability to manage more responsibility
Ability to communicate science
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to the learners. Teaching basic Computer Literacy to 
the community also had its challenges as most of the 
community members were not educated and were at a 
disadvantage in terms of computer usage. She, therefore, 
found it rewarding when they did obtain their certificates 
of completion in Computer Literacy after six weeks. 
For Livhuwani, the NYS experience was more than just 
volunteer or internship work: she said that it was more 
like a regular job because they had to run the science 
centre and were held accountable for everything that 
happened within it. This experience taught her to work 
under pressure, to work with different kinds of people, 
and to be able to manage risk in an organisation. She also 
gained skills such as project and people management skills, 
and presentation and research skills.

Matome did not necessarily view this programme as  
volunteering, but as an internship because not only did he 
gain practical work experience and developed networks, 
but he was also able to gain and share knowledge with 
fellow colleagues. 

Attitudes to volunteerism 
As mentioned in the introduction, one of the aims of 
the NYS programme is to inculcate a spirit of service 
or volunteerism in the participants. Since 2013, the 
respondents have been asked about their attitudes 
to volunteerism to assess whether the programme is 
achieving this aim. We can see that the interviewees did 
not necessarily see the programme as a volunteering 
one. On average, the attitudes were positives, however, 
the lower percentage of respondents who felt that the 
country has given them the best opportunities may be 
an indication of the disillusionment of the graduates with 
the labour market. Less than 60% of respondents also 
indicated that they had felt that they benefitted more than 
they had given.

Figure 11: Attitudes towards volunteerism

An institutional view of the impact 
of the NYS 
A manager of one of the host institutions for the NYS, 
which has taken in volunteers since the inception 
of the programme, was interviewed to gain a better 
understanding of the programme from an institutional 
viewpoint. Derek Fish, manager of the UNIZULU Science 
Centre, which has hosted many NYS participants since 
2008, stated that they aim to provide as much training (in 
terms of workshops, presentation skills, writing a resume, 
how to conduct yourself in an interview) as possible to the 
NYS participants. He noted that “we also mentor them so 
that they can gradually adapt to what we are expecting 
of them”. He also highlighted that working at host 
institutions provides participants with opportunities that 
they may otherwise not have. For example, participants at 
the UNIZULU Science Centre in Richards Bay had access 
to the heavily science-based industries (such as refineries 
and mining) and others that they would not be exposed to 
working with if they were at home.

Approximately 80 people were placed at the UNIZULU 
Science Centre in Richards Bay between 2008 and 2017 
for the NYS. Derek’s overall impression of the NYS 
programme has been a positive one. He highlighted that 
the programme has been very helpful in providing a steady 
supply of young staff members who are appropriate role 
models for young children, who are scientifically qualified, 
energetic and can do the work that they are required to 
do. This is particularly important as it is difficult for the 
science centre to raise funding for staff members. 

He also emphasised the importance of the programme 
in providing participants with skills that help them to 
gain confidence in the workplace. Derek highlighted 

I am proud of the work I did My country has given me the best 
opportunities

I benefitted more than I gave

I would encourage my friends and 
family to volunteer

> 60% < 60%

I must give back to my country 
for all the opportunties it has 

given me
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how the skills provided by the science centre assist the 
participants in furthering their career after the NYS 
programme experience. He noted that participants are 
provided with presentation skills and as a result, they gain 
confidence. Although many of them know their subjects, 
they are nervous about presenting when they begin the 
programme. However, after presenting to a few thousand 
teenagers, they become confident. He further noted that 
they gain skills, particularly in science communication. 

Initially, 10 people were placed at the science centre at 
a time, however, this number has recently been reduced 
to four. Derek noted that this decrease occurred without 
consultation or communication, and it has had huge 
negative impacts. The science centre sees 30 000 children 
per year, with almost 200 children interacting with exhibits 
on a daily basis. The mode of working in the science centre 
was based on having 10 interns, and the intern’s main job 
is to handle the visits for children. They have, therefore, 
been having difficulties coping with only four interns, 
particularly as the number of visits keeps increasing, 
resulting in the science centre being unable to provide a 
full quality experience due to being understaffed.

He also noted that with the NYS previously being a two-
year programme, they were able to really train the interns 
and prepare them for work after the NYS. He stated that 
the one-year programme is too short to adequately train 
the interns.  

Science Centre Capacity Building 
and the NYS programme
Many of the NYS programme participants are placed at 
various sconce centres across the country. Each year, 
through the Science Centre Capacity Building (SCCB) 
project managed by SAASTA, an array of workshops are 
provided for science centre staff members, as well as job 
shadowing and the opportunity to attend the annual South 
African Association of Science and Technology Centres 
(SAASTEC) conference (Hannan et al., 2018). 

As interns in these science centres, some of the NYS 
programme participants have had the opportunity to 
attend these capacity building interventions (Hannan et al., 
2018). An evaluation of the SCCB project was conducted 
retrospectively from 2011 to 2014, and then on an annual 
basis thereafter by the HSRC. The respondents to the 

evaluation, which included NYS programme participants, 
have highlighted overall positive experiences of the capacity 
building. They indicated that they have gained skills in many 
of the DST’s 13 intended intervention areas8. They have 
also gained knowledge and skills that have enhanced their 
capacity in a number of areas of their jobs related to three 
dimensions: organisational, communicating science and 
science education. Those NYS programme participants who 
have taken part in the SCCB project have, therefore, gained 
valuable skills, which will not only assist them in their jobs 
while at the science centres, but will translate into skills 
that they will be able to use throughout their careers. 

In many cases, respondents also highlighted the existence 
of enabling environments within the science centres, 
where the transfer of the knowledge and skills gained 
through training is encouraged. In addition, respondents 
had been encouraged to share or present to others at 
their science centre what they had learned, and many 
of them had implemented new programmes, activities, 
exhibits or strategies at their science centres following 
the SCCB project. The project also provides networking 
opportunities, as well as opportunities to identify 
areas for collaboration. This highlights the valuable 
knowledge, practical experience and opportunities for 
building relationships gained by those NYS programme 
participants who attended the workshops, job shadowing 
or the SAASTEC Conference. These skills and knowledge 
are transferred to their host science centres, thereby 
strengthening these institutions. The NYS programme 
experience at science centres and other organisations, 
therefore, provides benefits for both the participants 
themselves and the host institutions. 

Conclusion  
It is evident that the NYS programme has the potential 
to equip participants with a range of important skills that 
they can utilise throughout their careers, although a greater 
focus on technical and STEM related skills may be necessary. 
The NYS programme provides unique opportunities to 
participants to gain knowledge and skills, which they can 
rely on throughout their careers, and it has the potential 
to greatly benefit the institutions where participants are 
placed. This programme, therefore, plays an important role 
in strengthening the STEM community in the country. 

The next part of the report focuses on respondents’ 
pathways beyond the National Youth Service.  

8 Financial management, project proposal writing, networking skills, marketing, project management, establishing a science centre,  exhibit development, 
developing relevant science centre programmes, communicating science exhibits to diverse audiences, impact evaluation, preparing and presenting 
conference/workshop papers, running a science centre and science centre outreach programmes. 



Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) 

18

PATHWAYS OUT OF THE 
NATIONAL YOUTH SERVICE 
PROGRAMME

PART D 

Journeying beyond the NYS 
programme
The NYS programme aims to serve as a first work 
experience for STEM graduates in order to proceed to 
various career paths, particularly in STEM fields. As part 
of the NYS programme objective to improve participants’ 
employability, the programme also aims to support 
the furthering of participants’ studies in STEM areas. 
Information collected from 601 respondents shows the 
pathways that were followed out of the NYS programme 
(Figure 12).

Upon completion of their participation in the NYS 
programme, just under half of the respondents indicated 
that they were working, 10% were working and studying 
– a total of 56% were, therefore, employed, and 18% were 
studying. Twenty-six percent indicated that they were 
unemployed subsequent to the NYS programme. Thus 

the NYS programme appears to successfully improve 
employability, with a majority of participants moving 
into employment or further studies after exiting the 
programme. 

Employed respondents 
Of the 601 respondents contacted after exiting the NYS 
programme, 276 reported that they were employed 
(see methodology note 4 in Appendix 1). Around two 
thirds of these respondents had found jobs that were 
in STEM related fields and that were in line with their 
career paths. This is positive as it shows that many of 
the respondents are able to access appropriative labour 
market opportunities after completing the NYS. The 
majority of these respondents were employed by the 
private sector, and more than half of the respondents 
noted that they were moderately to highly satisfied with 
their jobs (Figure 12). 
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Figure 12: Pathways out of the NYS programme
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Ten years after the introduction of the NYS programme, we asked five of the first group of 2008 participants where 
they are now and what their future goals are. 

Today, Lerato is the manager of a science centre. Her next goal is to pursue a degree in Plant Biotechnology and she 
would ideally like to become a researcher, where she will have the opportunity to identify solutions to problems.

Puleng continued working at Sci-Enza (host institution) as a student assistant science communicator for a year 
and a half, thereafter she worked as a project coordinator in a project that was establishing a new science centre in 
KwaZulu-Natal. Puleng then came back to manage the Sci-Enza centre. She now serves on multiple science centre 
boards. Puleng is very passionate about making science relevant, relatable and accessible to the public, especially 
school learners, through the powerful tool of science communication. She would like children to not grow up with 
misconceptions about science, what it is and what it does for the world.  Being a science centre manager, Puleng 
enjoys being able to do different things and cater for different audiences and is, therefore, continuously being 
challenged. She also enjoys being creative and looking at different tools to communicate science. 

It was during the NYS experience that Irene discovered her love and passion for science communication and made a 
career change from a scientist to a science communicator. After her internship, Irene landed a full time position at 
Sci-Enza. 

After the NYS, Livhuwani went to further her studies in environmental science at the University of Venda. She is 
now an environmental officer working in the human settlement and housing development planning sectors. 

After his experience with the NYS for 24 months, Matome went on to work permanently for the National Science 
and Technology Forum as a human resources (HR) officer. His lifelong dream is to be a director of HR development/
management. 

Conclusion 
The NYS programme has had success is increasing the employability of respondents once they leave the programme. 
Many of the respondents went on to find jobs that were relevant to their career paths and in STEM related fields as a 
result of having workplace experience. This has important implications in terms of the ability of participants to further 
their career goals and for the success of the South African STEM community as a whole. The stories of the 2008 
participants highlight the success of the NYS programme and the impact that it can have, in terms of both shaping the 
career paths of participants and providing them with the chance to access unique labour market opportunities. 
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CONCLUSION

PART E 

South Africa experiences both skills shortages and 
graduate un- and underemployment in STEM areas. 
Workplaces require first-time employees to demonstrate 
work experience before they are employed. Programmes 
like the state-funded NYS programme are important in 
bridging the divide between graduates and the workplace. 

The DST’s NYS programme is an example of the 
government playing an interventionist role in attempting 
to address a situation arising from an inhospitable 
labour market for STEM graduates. Since its inception 
in 2007, and the first intake of participants in 2008, the 
programme has provided Science, Technology, Engineering 
and Mathematics (STEM) workplace experience to over 1 
600 people. The programme has played a role in providing 
relevant career pathing to many of its participants, as 
well as providing a unique pipeline to the country’s STEM 
community. 

The NYS programme has provided support and learning 
opportunities to participants as a means of providing them 
with relevant workplace experience, which will assist 
them in their future career paths. The NYS programme 
performed the following key roles: 
1. Unemployed SET graduates are given first workplace 

experience so that they can make a living and not be 
lost to the National System of Innovation.

2. STEM graduates are better equipped for their future 
careers, and are rendered more employable, through 
the practical work experience they gain on the NYS 
programme and the confidence they acquire while 
participating in the programme.

3. Specific talent is identified and the talented young 
people are matched up with suitable opportunities. 
Graduates of the programme can be given references 
based on their performance as a recommendation to 
prospective employers.

4. Temporary staff are provided to Science Centres 
and similar institutions, enabling them to expand and 
enhance their services.

5. Science centres and similar institutions are able to 

train and recruit staff for permanent employment at 
very little risk.

The good intentions of the programme are mostly 
achieved, however, over a third of respondents were not 
from groups specifically targeted by the programme. The 
NYS does, nevertheless, act as a mechanism that allows the 
most disadvantaged groups – with the least social capital – 
access to labour market networks to gain this experience 
and thereafter access the appropriate job opportunities. 
In doing so, this programme has contributed to increasing 
the pool of STEM graduates, thereby enhancing the STEM 
Human Capital – one of the National Development Plan 
aims. A secondary outcome of the NYS is that because 
participants were based at Science Centres and schools, 
they participated in science communication activities 
with the goal of creating public awareness of science and 
fostering a closer relationship between the public and 
science. 

Another 10 years of the NYS 
programme: Where to from here?
As the NYS programme is now in its 11th year of providing 
workplace STEM experience to participants, it provides 
an ideal opportunity for reflection on the successes of 
this programme. As the NYS programme aims to provide 
experience for unemployed STEM graduates, thereby 
strengthening the pool of STEM practitioners in the 
country and equipping participants with the practical 
experience required by many employers, this is a 
programme that should be continued and expanded in the 
long term. Although it has reached approximately 1 600 
graduates since its inception, this is a small number over a 
10-year period: around 160 per year. For the programme to 
actively and effectively contribute towards strengthening 
STEM in the country, it needs to target a greater number 
of participants. The selection of participants should also 
be closer in line with the goals of the programme, thereby 
requiring the majority of participants to be unemployed 
STEM graduates, or for the purview of the programme 
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to expand to include those in STEM fields that display 
potential for succeeding and leading in STEM fields. 

The DST’s NYS programme provides a useful model for 
providing workplace experience to unemployed graduates 
that other government departments and the private 
sector can follow. This report has showcased some of 

the successes of the programme over a 10-year period, 
providing an example for others. 

We conclude this report with some advice from the 
participants of 2008 to the current and future NYS 
programme participants…
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APPENDICES
Appendix 1: Methodology notes 

Note 1: 
For the 2012 retrospective study, a questionnaire was developed using a web-based platform, and unique links were 
emailed to all participants whose email addresses were provided. Participation was incentivised with a R200 Kalahari 
voucher being offered to every thirtieth respondent. As many of the email addresses provided were incorrect or inactive, 
the web-survey was also used as a computer aided telephonic interviewing (CATI) tool. Participants who had not 
responded via the Internet were contacted and the questionnaire administered telephonically. Through the web survey 
and the telephonic survey, a sample of 127 valid responses was realised (59%). The surveys included questions relating to 
their educational background, educational and labour market transitions and outcomes of their participation in the NYS. 

Note 2: 
The population databases included information about the 1 388 participants: their race, gender and age, as well as their 
contact details, however, contact details were not available for all participants. A questionnaire was developed for each 
year of the study and converted into a web-based computer-aided telephonic interviewing tool that was used by an 
external company to capture the information given by the participants telephonically. Participants were contacted in the 
year of entering the NYS and for two years thereafter. 

Note 3: 
The following table sets out the number of participants in each time period and includes the number of respondents 
successfully contacted in subsequent years. As participants enter the NYS at various times of the year, we have used a 
cut-off date of 31 July for later cohorts (i.e. Cohort 2014 consists of participants from 1 August 2013 to 31 July 2014). 

Table A1:  Participants and respondents of the NYS (2011-2017)

Cohort Participants 
(Population 
Database)

Respondents Contacted 
in Year of NYS Entry

(Year 1)

Respondents Contacted 
a Year after Exiting NYS

(Year 2)

Respondents 
Contacted Two Years 

after Exiting NYS
(Year 3)

2008-2010 215 127 77

2011-2013  
(1 November 2011- 31 July 2013)

290 211 146 80

2014  
(1 August 2013 - 31 July 2014)

248 173 42 29

2015 
(1 August 2014 - 31 July 2015)

331 256 163 93

2016  
(1 August 2015-31 July 2016)

331 243 123 Data to be collected 
in 2018

2017  
(1 August 2016-31 July 2017)

188 103 Data to be collected in 
2018

Data to be collected 
in 2019

Total 1603 1113 551 202

Of the 1 603 participants, 1 113 were contacted at least once by the HSRC. Of these respondents, 551 were interviewed 
a year later and 202 two years later. 

Note 4: 
The 601 respondents comprises 127 respondents from the retrospective study (Year 1) and 474 respondents from the 
annual tracking study (Year 2).



THE DST NATIONAL YOUTH SERVICE: Work experience for unemployed science graduates – 10-year commemorative report 2007-2017

25

Appendix 2: NYS programme advertisement
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Appendix 3: NYS host institutions

Academy of Science of South Africa (ASSAF)

Acelor Mittal Science Centre Saldanah Bay

Acelor Mittal Science Centre Sebokeng

Acorn-Oaks

Agricultural Research Council

AGSA

AMESA

Anglo American SCG and ICT Resource Centre

Anglo American Science Centre

ARC

Arcelor Mittal Science Centre Newcastle

Auditor General South Africa

Bokamoso Science and Technology Centre

BOSTEC 

Brickplay

BSTEP

Bushbuckridge DTDC

Cape Town Science Centre

CSIR

CV Chabane and Associates

Data Informed Practice Improvement Project

Department of Education 

Durban Science Museum Science Centre

Empangeni High School

Eskom – Expo for Young Scientist

FOSST Discovery centre

Giyani Science Centre

Glory Hill DTDC

HartRAO

Hazy View TDC

Ikaheng High School

Isibisiso Esihle Science Discovery Centre 

iThemba Labs

Izimbali Combined school

Izingolweni Education Resource Centre

JHB City Parks and Zoo

Jive Media Africa

JNF Walter Sisulu Centre

Johannesburg Botanical Gardens

Johannesburg City Parks

Johannesburg Observatory

Kanyamazane TDC

Khumbula DTDC

Kimberley Girls’ High School

Kopanang Educare Centre

Kwamhlanga DTDC

Kwandebele Science Combined School

KZN Science Centre

Lenyora la Thuto Secondary School

Mary Help Primary School

Mathibestad Science Centre

Maths & Science Leadership Academy

MB Science & Technology Centre

Mintek

Mkhuhlu DTDC

Moipone Academy

Mondi Group

Mpuluzi TDC

MST Academy

MST Skills Development Foundation

MSTA – Main Hub

MSTE

National Botanical Garden KZN

National Science and Technology Forum

National Zoological Gardens

National Zoological Gardens – Gauteng

NECSA

Nelson Mandela Bay Science & Technology Centre 

Nkomazi TDC

Nkomose High School



THE DST NATIONAL YOUTH SERVICE: Work experience for unemployed science graduates – 10-year commemorative report 2007-2017

27

NMMU

North West, Mafikeng

NRF

NSTF

NWU Science Centre

NZG

Osizweni Education & Development Centre

Palabora Foundation

Penreach Shalamuka Discovery Centre

P-Stem Foundation

RADMASTE

Red Pencil Group

Reuben Dlamini Foundation

SAAO

SAASTA

SAEON

SAMF

SANBI

SANSA Space Science

Sasol Inzalo

Sci-Bono Discovery Centre

Sci-Enza Science Centre

Science Learning Centre for Africa -UWC

Scifest Africa

Siyabusiswa DTDC

SKA-SA

South African Mathematics Foundation

Square Kilometre Array

Stellenbosch University

Synexus Clinical Reserch SA Medicross

Thandela Consulting 

The Rueben Dlamini Foundation 

Trans-Caledon Tunnel Authority (TCTA)

Tshwane University of Technology (TUT)

U.J. Soweto Science Centre

UDDI

UGIS (Pty) Ltd

UJ-SWC Science Centre

UKZN Science and Technology Education Centre

Unemployed Graduates in Science

Univ. of Limpopo Science Centre

University of Johannesburg 

University of KwaZulu-Natal

University of KZN Science Centre

University of Limpopo

University of Limpopo Science centre

University of the Western Cape

UNIZULU Science Centre 

UWC Science Learning Centre for Africa

Vaal Reefs Technical High School

Van Lill & Jovner Consulting 

Vuwani Science Centre

Walter Sisulu Environmental Centre

Zamani Engineering
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Contact details
Pretoria

Private Bag X41
Pretoria 0001

Tel: 012 302 2024

Cape Town
Private Bag X9183
Cape Town 8000
Tel: 021 466 8001

Durban
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