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Abstract:

The South African labour market has long been known for its discriminatory nature. This remarkable
feature stems from a racially divided past that persists even after more than 25 years of democracy.
Females, in particular, face some of the highest unemployment rates among all groups in the
country. While studies connecting gender to higher education have produced mixed results, it is
worth noting that a greater percentage of females in South Africa have earned a bachelor’s degree
than males, according to the 2021 South African Post-School Education Monitoring Report.
Moreover, the graduation rate for females has been consistently higher than for males in the last
decade. In fact, females have consistently held higher graduation rates over the last decade.
Although the higher education sector in South Africa produces a larger number of female graduates
and seems to integrate them into the labour market better, unemployment remains a persistent
issue among this group. To better understand the factors impacting employment outcomes for South
African female university graduates, this article examines data collected from a database of 559
South African female university graduates. The findings show that age (particularly those under 30
years of age), previous racially disadvantaged background, being single, and a bachelor’s degree in
humanities are statistically significant factors that generate negative employment outcomes. The
study recommends that the South African government and private sector take more active
measures to encourage and empower females instead of relying solely on education. While
education is important, the unique challenges of the South African labour market make it crucial for
graduates to carefully consider their career choices and strive for academic excellence.
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1 Introduction

Higher education is crucial in enhancing employability and contributing to economic and social
development (Adrian, 2017). The successful employment of graduates in their chosen
professions holds immense significance (Jackson, 2013). Additionally, higher education offers
improved prospects for individuals previously excluded, such as women, from participating in the
labour market (Harry, Chinyamurind & Mjoli, 2018). To enhance the employability of graduates, it
is essential to develop and nurture employability skills, which can be seen as a valuable
investment (Paterson, 2017). However, it is important to note that employability does not
guarantee employment but enhances employment prospects and outcomes (Razak, Yusof,
Syazana, Jaafar & Talib, 2014).

Gender inequality and discrimination remain significant challenges globally, and South Africa is
no exception, evident in various social, economic, and educational spheres, including the labour
market (United Nations, 2020). Women face marginalisation in business, the labour market, and
politics, with their involvement in decision-making processes, often disregarded (Kiss, 2020).
Achieving equality in the labour market is crucial for ensuring decent working conditions;
however, women continue to face barriers that limit their access to employment, leading to
persistent disadvantages compared to men (International Labour Organisation (ILO), 2017). In
addition to facing wage disparities, women often endure unpaid work. They face a prolonged and
challenging transition from university to working life, with limited access to information and job
opportunities compared to men. Moreover, employers in various countries tend to prefer hiring
men over women, further marginalising women in the labour market and increasing their risk of
poverty (ILO, 2010).

Over the years, many females have enrolled in higher education at South African universities
(Harry et al., 2018). Unfortunately, this increase has been accompanied by a rise in graduate
unemployment, with the labour market experiencing an imbalance between the supply of
graduates and the demand for their skills (Mncayi, 2016; Harry et al., 2018). The core issue lies in
the fact that South Africa has been stuck in a prolonged period of low economic growth since the
establishment of democracy in 1994 (Allen, Asmal, Bhorat, Hill, Monnakgotla, Oosthuizen &
Rooney, 2021). This failure of the economy to grow and create sustainable long-term employment
that can reverse the imbalances brought by apartheid has significant implications for work-
seekers. Firstly, prolonged unemployment immediately after graduation has long-term
consequences, including substantial and permanent income loss for graduates (Khalifa, 2018).
Secondly, unemployment poses a serious issue for South African females undermining the efforts
and resources invested in education (Statistics South Africa (Stats SA), 2022a). Although the
unemployment rate for graduates is lower than those without education, women workers in South
Africa are far more economically vulnerable when compared to their male counterparts, and they
continually find themselves in low-skilled and poorly paying jobs (Department of Women, 2015;
Mlatsheni & Ranchhod, 2017; Saloshni & Nithiseelan, 2022; Mncayi & De Jongh, 2022).
Therefore, the question remains: How are their employment outcomes fair when these women
are educated? While several studies have investigated graduate employment outcomes (e.g.,
Baldry, 2016; Oluwajodu et al., 2015; Mncayi & Dunga, 2016; Van Broekhuizen, 2018), none
have exclusively focused on female graduates, highlighting gaps in the literature. Most policy
implications tend to prioritise education as a solution for graduate unemployment, despite

187



11 September 2023, Intl Conference on Economics, Finance & Business, PraguéSBN 978-80-7668-009-8, IISES

unemployment being a predicament regardless of educational attainment. This indicates that
education alone is not the sole cause or driver of employment outcomes for graduates, including
female graduates. Therefore, it is crucial to explore additional solutions to the unemployment
problem. Therefore, it is essential to identify the key factors that contribute to favourable graduate
employment outcomes. This is especially crucial for promoting gender equality and enabling
women to participate fully in the labour market, thereby contributing to the socio-economic
development of South Africa. Consequently, the primary objective of this study is to investigate
the factors that influence the employment outcomes of female graduates in a South African
university. The rest of the paper is structured as follows: Section 2 reviews the literature on
employment outcomes, and Section 3 provides the methodology and statistical tests to be
conducted. Section 4 discusses the results, and section 5 concludes the study and provides
recommendations.

2 Literature Review
2.1 Overview of female graduate employment in South Africa

There has been significant progress globally in women’s employment over the years. Despite the
pervasive challenges inherent in the labour force, their contributions have been increasingly
recognised and appraised (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO), 2022; International Labour Organisation (ILO) & United Nations Women, 2020). For
developing countries like South Africa, women’s participation in the labour force is limited. A study
by Stats SA (2022c) found that at least 47 per cent of South African women were not
economically active, as opposed to 35 per cent of their male counterparts. These findings further
indicate that females have the lowest absorption rate at 34.2 per cent compared to males at 43.3
per cent (Stats SA, 2022c). Despite efforts to correct the historical injustices experienced by
people of colour in South Africa, internal structures instituted by customs and traditions have
made it difficult for women to participate meaningfully in the economy as traditional roles were
reinforced by patriarchy (Smit & Tessendorf, 2021). The dawn of democracy, however, ushered in
various legislations that fostered gender equality and enabled women to participate in the labour
force and empower themselves and their families (Casale, Posel & Mosomi, 2021).

The advent of the feminisation of the labour force’ saw birth rates decline with fewer marriages as
more females were getting educated. More women were becoming breadwinners in their
households, with female-headed households being more pronounced (Casale et al., 2021). A
tertiary qualification is said to improve employment prospects (Pitan & Muller, 2020; Makhalima,
2022), and this has been the case in South Africa. Stats SA’s (2022b) findings for the first
quarters of 2017 and 2022 indicate that individuals with a tertiary qualification had higher
employment rates than those with lower education levels (Stats SA, 2022b). Of the 250 000
graduates entering the South African labour force, approximately, 30 per cent can find
employment, including those who find themselves underemployed (Goyayi, 2022). Findings by
Stats SA (2022b) delineate the disparities between men and women, showing a significant
decline in the employment rate of female graduates between the period of 2017 (80.3%) and
2022 (73.6%) as opposed to male graduates during the same period (86.9% and 80.5%,
respectively).

Data on the share in the graduate employment levels by gender and field of study for the first
quarters of 2017 and 2022 depicts that more male graduates were employed in the fields of
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agriculture (63.5%) and physical and mathematical engineering (73.2%) compared to women at
36.5 per cent and 26.8 per cent, respectively (Stats SA 2022b). Contrarily, for the first quarters of
2017 and 2022, more women graduates were employed in the fields of arts/education (67.8% and
84.7%, respectively) and economic and management sciences (61.5% and 52.8%, respectively)
compared to men graduates for the same fields (32.2% and 15.3%, respectively; 38.5% and
47.2%, respectively). An invisible glass ceiling persists in the fields of STEM (science, technology,
engineering and mathematics), with fewer employment opportunities for women. Similar trends
are evident in developed countries such as the United States (US) where, although there has
been a noticeable increase in university enrolment by women (58%) in the STEM fields as
opposed to men, fewer women graduates secure employment in the STEM fields. Income
disparities continue to persist between men and women, particularly in the STEM fields where
women were earning +-$15 000 per year less than men for the same jobs in STEM fields (Forbes,
2022).

2.2 Barriers to female employment in South Africa

Despite the progress that has been made towards the emancipation of women and them being
afforded increased opportunities to become economic contributors in their respective societies,
the prevalence and persistence of socio-economic barriers continue to threaten their chances of
participating meaningfully in society (Parliament of South Africa, 2021). Female graduates are
equally not sparred. There are a host of barriers to female employment and this study will briefly
cover a few of these. Educational attainment remains a challenge in Africa particularly for women
who are expected to get married early and fulfil traditional household roles and having to forfeit
the opportunity to attain a secondary school education at the least (Khan, 2020). Tertiary
education is but a figment for most African women’s imagination. Findings by the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2021) reveal that South African females
between the ages of 25 and 64 had the lowest tertiary education attainment at 15.8 per cent
compared to the OECD member countries (39.7%) The findings further indicate that the majority
(52.3%) of South African women only managed to attain a below upper secondary education with
only 31.8 per cent possessing an upper secondary school level of education (OECD, 2021).

Apart from financial constraints that prohibit women from attaining higher levels of education,
incidents of unplanned pregnancies and family obligations amongst other things were cited as the
possible barriers to employment. Women with children are often seen as less competent and less
desirable to employ as some employers assume that they would be less committed due to their
family obligations (Smit & Tessendorf, 2021). Analogously, pregnancy discrimination is another
known barrier to female employment. A study by Bouchoma (2018, cited by Khan, 2020) found
that several companies in the Nigerian private sector expect females to sign contracts prohibiting
them to conceive for a stipulated period upon being employed. Another study on African
American women in the US found that pregnant women felt dissuaded to seek employment out of
the fear of being discriminated against and those attending interviews while pregnant assume that
the negative outcomes of the interview may have been because of their pregnancies (Mehra et
al., 2023).

Women with entrepreneurial and leadership aspirations often face challenges in garnering
support as opposed to men, particularly if there is a lack of female representation in their fields
(Lawless & Fox, 2013). Gender disparities in accessing finance make it difficult for women to
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successfully start their businesses and to further create employment opportunities (Loko & Yang,
2022). The absence of mentorship and networking opportunities are also a stumbling block for
women aspiring for leadership roles in private corporations, government institutions or higher
education institutions (Dusberg, 2019). Statistics on leadership by the World Economic Forum
(2022) indicate that women assumed positions in industries where they were already highly
represented, such as the education sector (49%) and non-governmental, membership
organisations (54%) and healthcare and care services sectors (46%) to mention but a few. Fewer
women assumed leadership roles in industries that are historically male dominated, such as
technology (30%) manufacturing (22%) and infrastructure (21%), indicating the barriers that
continue to exist in these sectors.

2.3 Existing policies in South Africato increase female employment

Women workers in South Africa, whether employed in the formal or informal sector, are far more
economically vulnerable when compared to their male counterparts, and they continually find
themselves in low-skilled and poorly paying jobs (Department of Women, 2015; Mlatsheni &
Ranchhod, 2017; Saloshni & Nithiseelan, 2022; Mncayi & De Jongh, 2022). Be that as it may,
several policies have been promulgated (see Table 1) in South Africa in an effort from the
government’s side to increase employment among females in South Africa. It is crucial to
acknowledge that despite policies and initiatives promoting gender equality and enhancing female
employment in South Africa (Stats SA, 2022b:3; Marimbe, 2023), progress is still ongoing.
However, it is important to note that certain writers have contested these claims (e.g. Nhlapo &
Vyas-Doorgapersad, 2016; Isike, 2022).

Table 1: Summary of policies to increase female employment in South Africa

Policy Link to female employment Source

This is legislation that promotes
equality and fair treatment in the
workplace. It requires designated
employers to implement affirmative
action measures, including promoting
employment opportunities for
designated groups, including women.

Employment Equity
Act (Act no 55 of
1998)

Department of Employment
and Labour (1998)

B-BBEE is a policy framework that
addresses historical imbalances in

Broad-Based Black
Economic
Empowerment (Act
No. 46 of 2013).

economic participation. It encourages
companies to promote gender
equality and women’s empowerment
by providing incentives and
recognition to those that achieve
gender equity targets.

Department of Trade and
Industry and Competition
(2013); Kloppers (2014);
Marimbe (2023)

National Development
Plan (NDP) Vision
2030

The NDP is a long-term development
blueprint for South Africa. It
emphasises the need to address
gender inequality and promote

National Planning Commission

(2012); Commission for
Gender Equality (2018)
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women’s economic empowerment. It
sets goals for increasing women'’s
economic participation and reducing
gender wage gaps.

The Gender Equality
Strategic Framework
(GESF)

The Gender Equality Strategic
Framework (GESF) promotes and
protects women’s human dignity and
rights. All government departments
must include the following eight
principles in their departmental action
plans towards achieving women's
empowerment and gender equality
within the public service workplace

United Nations Women
(2008); Department of
Forestry, Fisheries and the
Environment (2013)

Women
Empowerment and
Gender Equality Bill

This bill, which is still being finalised,
aims to promote gender equality and
women’s empowerment and eliminate
discrimination against women. It
proposes measures to enhance
women’s economic participation and
remove barriers to their employment.

The Republic of South Africa
(2013)

Gender Responsive
Planning, Budgeting,
Monitoring,
Evaluation, and
auditing framework

This framework aims to introduce a
gender lens gradually and
systematically within the overall
management of public finances.
Therefore, gender-specific analysis
and instruments must be integrated at
all budget cycle planning and fiscal
strategy stages, preparation,
execution, review, and external
control.

Clifton, Tang, Rame, Cele and
Radebe (2021)

National Skills
Development Plan

This plan was promulgated from the
Skills Development Plan (Act
97/1998) and aims to improve skills
development and training
opportunities for all South Africans,
including women. They provide
mechanisms for funding and
promoting training programmes that
address the needs of women and
other marginalised groups.

Department of Higher
Education and Training (2019)

Sector-specific
initiatives

Various industries and sectors in
South Africa have developed their
initiatives to increase female
representation and employment. For

Mining Council South Africa
(2020)
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example, the mining industry has the
Women in Mining programme, which
focuses on recruiting and supporting
women in mining-related careers.

Source: Authors’ compilation

Implementation, enforcement, and continuous efforts to address societal and cultural barriers are
key to realising the intended outcomes of these policies, as some studies (e.g., Williams 2009;
Nhlapo & Vyas-Doorgapersad 2016; Isike 2022) argue that the gap in economic empowerment
and patrticipation between men and women in South Africa continues to widen in favour of men.
There is a lack of knowledge about gender mainstreaming in most departments and across all
public sector levels in South Africa (Public Service Commission, 2007). This has unfortunately
invited much criticism, with many studies arguing against the government’s approach to gender
mainstreaming in South Africa. Marimbe (2023:11), for example, notes that: ‘the top-down
approach assumes that adding the gender aspect to decision making and policy formulation is
enough to improve women's position in society without identifying that it is vital to include them at
top level managerial positions. This has negatively affected the capacity and performance of
many women in South Africa.” One could argue that many government department officials do not
know how to move from policy to action, which affects the implementation of gender
mainstreaming in the country, delaying the inclusion of women in active economic participation.
As highlighted in section 2.1, females, regardless of their level of education, graduates or not,
remain the most vulnerable to unemployment and other forms of underutilisation compared to
their male counterparts. The next section of the paper will provide a summary of previous studies
done on factors influencing the employment of female graduates.

2.4 Previous studies on factors influencing female graduate employment

This section provides an overview of existing research on the factors affecting female graduate
employment. It is important to note that there are relatively scant studies that have focused
exclusively on the employment outcomes of female graduates per se. Nevertheless, a few studies
highlight micro-level factors that shape graduates’ labour market outcomes. In their study, which
analysed final-year students’ perceptions of factors that affect employability at a rural university in
South Africa, Harry et al. (2018) found that poor socio-economic status, a poor education system,
curriculum issues, the choice of higher education institution and social connections to which the
student belongs to affect their employability. The data was gathered using focus group interviews
with 30 final-year students.

In a study examining factors that influence graduates’ employment in Korea, Heo and Xiaohui
(2019) report that gender and majors (field of study) held by graduates seem to affect
employment possibilities. In particular, men were more likely to be employed than their female
counterparts. Age had no significant effect on employment for either men or women.
Contrariwise, findings by the Higher Education Statistics Agency in the United Kingdom found that
upon graduating from university, female students have a higher probability of securing
employment compared to their male counterparts. However, men who manage to find
employment tend to receive higher initial salaries than their female counterparts (Higher
Education Statistics Agency, 2015).
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Hosain, Mustafi and Parvin (2021) interviewed 360 employers. They found that several factors
affect the employability of university graduates in Bangladesh, including skills such as teamwork,
communication and problem-solving, personality and academic performance. These findings
were reiterated by those of Kanagavalli and Gayathri (2022). In a study investigating factors
influencing job attainment in recent bachelor graduates in Australia, Jackson’s (2013) research
indicated that age had a noticeable impact, with older graduates enjoying an advantage in the
labour market. Specifically, for every additional year of age, the likelihood of securing full-time
employment increased by 2 per cent for mature graduates.

In a study by Ashraf (2007), using US census data from 1990 and 2000, the factors influencing
female employment in male-dominated occupations were examined. The findings indicated that
marriage reduces the likelihood of females securing employment in such occupations.
Additionally, the study revealed a negative impact of college education on female employment in
male-dominated fields. Mncayi and De Jongh (2022) used the fourth quarterly labour force survey
to assess factors that determine female employment in both the formal and informal sectors in
South Africa. Their findings indicate that the likelihood of women obtaining quality employment
opportunities is primarily influenced by factors such as their educational background, geographic
location, and racial characteristics. Specifically, the odds of being in informal employment were
more than 70 per cent higher for black females than their white counterparts, while age and
marital status were not significant predictors. The subsequent section discusses the
methodological processes followed in the study.

3 Research Methodology
3.1 Research design and ethics

This study pursued a guantitative research design based on primary data collected through an
online survey. The sample frame included graduates, regardless of their age or gender, who had
completed at least a diploma or equivalent higher educational qualification at a South African
university. The online questionnaire was conducted from June 1 to 30 September 2018. The total
number of respondents after data cleaning was 1 072, whereas for this study, the analysis was
restricted to only females, regardless of age, which resulted in 559 respondents. Similar studies
had similar sample sizes (e.g., Mayekiso & Obioha 2021 — 60; Baldry 2016 — 1175; Mncayi 2016
— 233). The response rate was very low, at less than 2%, and therefore the need to close the
guestionnaire.

The study’s empirical objectives assumed an imperative part in the development of the
guestionnaire. Questionnaire ideas were also taken from the literature (for instance, from Bonnal,
Lira & Addy, 2009, among others). The aim was to ensure that the actual questions were carefully
constructed and flowed logically to ascertain less confusion to the respondents. The use of
closed-ended questions made it easier for the respondents since this was an online survey rather
than a physical one with enumerators. However, at the same time, using open-ended questions
allowed us to collect more information that would not have been possible if the study had followed
a secondary data/time-series approach. This also simplified the data analysis and interpretation
process.
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The actual questionnaire had six sections, but for this study, only sections A, B, and C were of
interest. Section A entailed demographic information such as gender and age. Section B followed
with the respondents’ higher education, where they aimed to produce information on the field of
study and factors that influenced their study choices. In section C, respondents had to indicate
their employment status, i.e. whether they are employed (part-time or full-time) or unemployed.

The questionnaire underwent a thorough peer review to ensure no technical or applicability
issues. As argued by Teijlinger and Hundley (2001:289), the importance of pretesting a
questionnaire ensures that the right questions are asked to answer empirical objectives correctly
and that there is a logical flow to the questionnaire sequence. After the pilot-testing (15
respondents) of the survey, adjustments were made to the questionnaire. This process also
confirmed that completing the questionnaire only took fewer than 10 minutes, which is
recommended (McDaniel & Gates, 2013). The questionnaire was then presented to the university
in question’s Research Data Gatekeeper Committee and the Research Ethics Committee,
seeking permission to access the graduates through the alumni database. After having followed
various ethical procedures, permission to do the study was granted with reference number ****-
GK-2018 and the ethical clearance number ECONIT-2017-061 (** are used to hide the identity of
the university in question - the ethical clearance certificates can be provided upon request). For
ethical reasons and to ensure the privacy of the personal information of the participants, the name
of the university where graduates were sourced is not disclosed.

The study complied with ethical principles of academic research where respondents could
participate out of their free will and withdraw. Confidentiality was also ensured; all responses were
only used for statistical purposes. All this information, including the study’s purpose, is in the
cover letter with the questionnaire link sent to the respondents through the university’s alumni
database. Once online via Google Forms, the first page had clear instructions on how the
sections should be completed, and upon having read these, the respondents had to provide
consent on whether they agreed to complete the survey.

3.2 Model specifications

The data in the study was captured, coded and analysed using the Statistical Package for Social
Sciences (SPSS) software, version 27. The first step entailed coding the explanatory variables or
possible determinants of employment outcome. Table 1 shows how each of the variables was
coded.

Table 1: Variable description

Variable Description Coding/dummy

Field of study had three dummy variables.
1=EMS O=otherwise; 1=Education

FO5 (Xy) Field of study O=otherwise; 1=Technology and natural
sciences O=otherwise. Humanities was the
benchmark point.

Race was a categorical variable with two

Race (X
(¥2) Race dummy variables. 1=Black O=otherwise;
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1=0Other races O=otherwise; White was the
benchmark point.

Categorically defined as 0= adults (35 years

Age (X ici
ge (X3) Age of the participant and older) and 1=youth (20-34 years)

Mode of study had two dummy variables.
1=full-time O=otherwise; 1=part-time
O=otherwise; distance education was the
benchmark point.

MOS (Xy) Mode of study

Categorically defined as 1 = married 0 = not

M5 (X3) Marital status married

Source: Authors’ compilation based on collected survey data

Following the data coding, the analysis process commenced with descriptive statistics. After that,
a binary logistic regression was used to identify significant determinants of female graduates’
likelihood of being unemployed or employed. When many independent factors are provided
concurrently to predict membership in either one of the two dependent variable categories, a
binary logistic regression analyses the impact of each independent variable (Field, 2018). It uses
binomial probability theory in which there are two possible outcomes to forecast (Burns & Burns,
2008). In logistic regression, a logistic transformation of the odds (referred to as logit) serves as
the dependent variable:

Log (odds) = Logit(P) = (:;:}l) .................................................................................. )

The error term in the model is not necessary. If we take the above dependent variable and add a
regression equation for the independent variables, we get a logistic regression:

Logit(p) = (l%l) = By + BLXy + BaXo + BaXa + BicKic eorerveeeeneeeaueeeaeeaeseeeeeeeaeeeaeeeeeaee s 2)

The relationship between the iagit(P) and X is assumed to be linear. In equation 3 below, P can
be calculated with the following formula:

( exp (ot B X+ BaXot faXy +--- )
1+explotf X+ B Kot BegX+- -

Where:

P = the probability that a case is in a particular category.
exp = the exponential function.

o = the constant (or intercept) of the equation.

5 = the coefficient (or slope) of the predictor variables.
X,, = shows the respective categorical variables.

Therefore, the model in this study was expressed as:
Logit(p) = Ln = By + B,FOS, + B.Race; + fzAges + BaMOS, + BsMSq oo (4)
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Equation 4, therefore, depicts the dependent variable Ln as the probability 1=not employed
(unemployed) and O=employed. The terms associated with X, were categorical values that were
entered as dummy variables (see Table 1).

Before interpreting the results, the chosen model underwent various diagnostic tests to determine
its suitability (see Table 2). In evaluating the chosen model’'s significance, the omnibus tests of
model coefficients results show that the model is a significant predictor of the dependent variable.
The strength of the association between the independent and dependent variables is based on
the Nagelkerke R% which is .098. Only 9.8% of the variation in the dependent variable is
attributed to the model. We, therefore, conclude that while the model is a significant predictor of
the dependent variable, it is likely that other independent variables may be significant predictors
of the employment outcomes of female graduates in this sample. The tolerance and variance
inflation factor values are acceptable, indicating that multicollinearity is not a cause for concern in
the model.

Table 2: Results of the diagnostic tests

Omnibus test of model coefficients Hosmer and Lemeshow test
Chi-square = 332.297 p-value = Chi-square = p-value = 0.745
0.000 5.117
-2 log likelihood = 440.812 Cox and Snell R- Nagelkerke R-squared =
squared 0.056 0.098
Test for multicollinearity
(Constant) Tolerance VIF
Race .925 1.081
Age .976 1.025
Marital status .923 1.083
Field of study .979 1.022
Mode of study .986 1.014

Source: Authors’ compilation from SPSS results

4 RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

This section details the results on the demographic characteristics of the female graduates of the
university in question and discusses the results of the cross-tabulation analysis. Table 3 illustrates
the demographic profile of female graduates at a South African university. Based on the results
for race, the previously disadvantaged category, which encompasses black, Asian/Indian and
coloured individuals, represents 29.9% of the sample. In comparison, white female graduates
comprise the majority of the sampled population at 68.5%. The “other” category (which included
Indian and Asian) represents 1.6% of the sampled population. The results on the age category
show that the bulk of the sample were those aged 35 and above (36.5%), while the 25 to 29 age
category made up 29.2% of the sample.
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Table 3: Demographic profile of the sample

N = 559 Employment outcome
Category Factor Validot X? Sig.
(Valid%) Employed = Unemployed
Previously 29.9 77.3% 22.3%
disadvantaged
Race _
Other 1.6 66.7% 33.3%
Youth (20-34) 83.5 84.4% 86.9%
Age Adults (35
0, 0,
years and older) 16.5 0.001 17.1% 13.1%
_ Married 49.6 88.2%6 11.2%
/ living together
Marital status : 0.015
Single 50.4 81.5% 18.5%
/ not married
Economic and
management 30.0 88% 12%
sciences
Field Humanities 25.2 0.056 78.6% 21.4%
of study '
Education 12.1 90.9% 9.1%
Technology and 32.7 85.2% 14.4%
Natural Sciences
Diploma 0.5 66.7% 33.3%
e Bachelor’'s degree 30.6 0.419 82.8% 17.2%
Qualifications
Postgraduate 69.2 86% 14%

Source: SPSS results from survey data

Regarding marital status, as shown in Table 3, there is a balanced distribution between the
married/living together category and those single and unmarried at 49.6% and 50.4%,
respectively. Most female graduates are employed (85%), while only 14.8% are unemployed. The
highest number of respondents in the field of study was in technology and natural sciences
(32.6%), followed by economic and management sciences (29.9%), humanities at 25% and lastly
education at 12%. More than 60% of the female graduates had a postgraduate qualification,
followed by those with a bachelor’s degree at 30.2%. Lastly, a cross-tabulation analysis was done
on the variables to determine any significant differences in employment outcomes based on the
variables of interest. All variables, excluding qualifications, assumed significant differences. Table
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4 illustrates the binary logistic regression results on the possible determinants that may influence
the employment outcomes of female graduates.

Table 4: Binary logistic regression results

Variables B S.E. Wald df Sig.? Exp(B)
Field of study (EMS) -.758 .325 5.434 1 .020* 468
Field of study (Education) -.943 492 3.678 1 .055* .390
Field of study (Tech & NS) -.403 .303 1.769 1 .183 .669
Race (previously disadvantaged) .785 .266 8.734 1 .003* 2.193
Race (Other) 1.151 .752 2.347 1 126 3.163
Age (youth 20-34) 214 .362 .352 1 .553 1.239
Study mode (full-time) -.406 501 .658 1 A17 .666
Study mode (part-time) -1.499 .638 5.519 1 .019* .223
Marital status (married/living .337 .265 1.609 1 .205 1.400
together)
Constant 2.979 1.33 4.959 1 .026* 19.665

8

Note: Dependent variable: employment outcome (1=not employed/unemployed O=employed)
Predictors: (constant) age, marital status, race, field of study, mode of study

Reference categories: race (white); study field (humanities); mode of study (distance learning)
a.* Significant at 0.1 level of significance.

Source: SPSS results from the survey data

As the dependent variable, the employment outcome was dichotomously coded as 1:
unemployed and 0: employed. The selected significance level was 10%, a regularly used alpha
value (Gujarati & Porter, 2010; Labovitz, 1968). The first variable under observation is the field of
study, a categorical variable with four categories. The study field of humanities was the reference
point. The results for the economic and management sciences (EMS) study field were statistically
significant at the selected significance level. They had a negative coefficient of -0.758, indicating
that those female graduates with an EMS qualification were less likely to be unemployed. The
odds ratio (0.468) further suggests that the odds of this occurring were 0.468 more than those of
female graduates with a qualification in humanities.

The second category was education, with a significant p-value of 0.055 and a negative coefficient
0f-0.943. The beta results imply that female graduates with a qualification in education (e.g.,
Bachelor of Education) are less likely to fall in the unemployed category. The odds of this
outcome were 0.390 higher than for graduates with a qualification in humanities. Technology and
natural science is the final category under the field of study categorical variable. Female
graduates with a Tech and NS qualification were less likely to be unemployed, as the negative
coefficient (-0.403) asserted. The odds ratio further asserts that the odds of this outcome were
0.669 higher compared to graduates in the field of humanities. In their study, Heo and Xiaohui
(2019) found that graduating in medicine and nursing, engineering and education increased the
possibility of employment among graduates in Korea.
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These findings therefore imply that compared to those with lower educational levels, such as just
a matric, graduates have better employment prospects and are, therefore, most likely to find
employment relative to those with low qualifications. These findings mirror those of Mncayi and
De Jongh (2022). In the second Quarterly Labour Force Survey, Stats SA (2019) reported that
employment levels seem to rise with the level of education. Even though unemployment levels
have increased for all educational levels, they are still lower for graduates than for the less
educated. Moleke (2010:84) argues that as the economy changes and industries grow, there is
often a considerable impact on the demand for people with higher levels of education, which often
increases relative to those with lower levels of education. What has been happening in South
Africa is that growth has been driven by the tertiary sector, which often requires high-skilled
workers, so this often means that those with low skills or rather low levels of education are often
left at the brink of unemployment or even vulnerable employment (Reddy et al., 2016:24).

The second independent variable was that of race, which had three categories, with the white
category taking the place of the reference point. The previously disadvantaged category was
significant at the chosen level of significance. The results reveal that female graduates who fall
within the previously disadvantaged racial group (blacks, coloureds, and Indians) were
susceptible to being unemployed, as indicated by the positive coefficient 0.785. The results
further show that the odds of this occurrence were 2.193 more likely than for white female
graduates. The results for the other category indicate that female graduates who fall under the
“other” category were more susceptible to unemployment based on the positive coefficient of
1.151. The odd ratio further reveals that the likelihood of this outcome was 3.163 higher than for
those female graduates in the white racial group category. Females have continuously been the
most affected by enduring negative employment outcomes compared to their male counterparts
(ILO, 2018). Female workers, especially blacks, often experience negative employment outcomes
and even if they are employed, according to findings of Branson et al. (2019:3) and Stats SA
(2021), they are most likely to face substantial hardships in the form of unstable, irregular, and
low paid type of employment, depriving them of employment security. Mncayi and De Jongh
(2022) reinforce these findings by highlighting that race, particularly for black women, remains a
crucial factor in predicting the type of employment they find themselves in and its poor quality.

The third variable was age. The results reveal that female graduates in the youth category (20-34
years) were more likely to be unemployed (B:0.214). At the same time, the odds ratio indicates
that the odds of this occurrence were 1.239 higher than that of mature female graduates who
were 35 years old and older. These results can be expected as it can be assumed that these
were fresh graduates who were most likely actively seeking a job. For young females, the
transition to adulthood can be a solitary one as they navigate societal standards that tend to limit
their development and employment choices (Verick, 2014:6; Fox, Senbet & Simbanegauvi,
2016:10) (See Mncayi, 2020) and this is especially true in Africa (Fox & Gandhi, 2021). A study
by Husin, Rusli, Kumar and Suppiah (2021) also found that the unemployment rate among fresh
graduates in Malaysia in 2020 was considerably high at 27% for the same age cohort (20-24).
Young females remain the most vulnerable group in the South African labour market, where they
encounter high unemployment rates and low employment levels (Bhorat et al., 2017:2). Age had
no significant effect on graduate employment in the study of Heo and Xiaohui (2019) in Korea,
and that of Mncayi and De Jongh (2022) in South Africa.
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Study mode was the fourth independent variable under observation. The variable had three
categories, with distance learning as the reference point. The results show that the part-time
mode of study category was significant at the chosen significance level. The results of the B
values reveal that female graduates who studied full-time (B-0.406) or part-time (-1.499) had a
lower probability of being unemployed. Potential employers may have different attitudes and
perceptions towards graduates who studied through distance learning. Mode of study (on-campus
versus off-campus) and attendance status (full-time versus part-time) may be important to
employment outcomes (Jackson, 2013). Gauvreu, Hurst, Cleveland-Innes and Hawranik (2016) in
Falode, Ogunje, Chukwuemeka and Bello (2021) deduce that employers may be wary of
graduates who studied through distance learning, particularly in fields that are practically oriented
and require consistent training, such as teaching, nursing and stem-related fields to mention but a
few. The nature of distance learning, therefore, creates a perception that such graduates may not
have been exposed to sufficient training, if at all or may question aspects such as the quality of
teaching and learning that these graduates may have been exposed to. Contrariwise, a study by
Falode et al. (2021:6-7), which was conducted in Nigeria, found that there were instances where
employers were receptive to employing graduates who attained a qualification through distance
learning alluding to the abilities and skills that they may have attained, such as independent
learning and self-discipline. They also found that some employers often send their employees for
further training using the distance learning mode because of its convenience. Jackson’s (2013)
study on Australian graduates revealed that part-time students had higher odds of securing full-
time employment than their full-time counterparts. Moreover, individuals who pursued a blended
approach to their studies had even greater chances of finding employment.

The final variable was marital status. The variable was dichotomously coded as 1 for married and
0 for not married. The results for the B-value, as depicted by the positive coefficient (0.337),
reveal that female graduates who were either married or living together with a partner were more
likely to be unemployed. Therefore, the odds of being unemployed were 1.400 higher than those
who are single. To better understand this, gender has been linked with marital status or family
structure, where literature reveals that a woman’s marital status influences her behaviour in the
labour market (Angrave & Charlwood, 2015:1503). Unlike single women, family responsibilities
may constrain married women'’s labour force behaviour (De Anda & Sobczak, 2011:622). On the
other hand, being married provides additional monetary capital, which may make some married
women reluctant to seek employment. Heo and Xiaohui’'s (2019) research discovered that gender
plays a significant role in employment outcomes, particularly in Korea. Their findings suggest that
men exert a stronger influence on employment possibilities than women do. In a study done in
South Africa, marital status was not a significant predictor of female employment, whether formal
or informal (Mncayi & De Jongh, 2022).

5 SUMMARIES AND CONCLUDING REMARKS

This study aimed to analyse factors that influence employment outcomes of South African female
graduates, regardless of their age. The study found that among all the variables in the study, only
field of study, race and mode of study were statistically significant with employment status.
Specifically, female graduates who graduated with at least a bachelor’s degree in education and
EMS had lower chances of being unemployed compared to those who studied in the field of
humanities. Furthermore, female graduates who are white had higher chances of being employed
compared to their previously disadvantaged cohorts. Female graduates who studied through
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distance learning had an increased probability of falling into the unemployed category compared
to those who studied full-time or part-time. The study’s findings still indicate that compared to
other fields of study, such as education, not all graduates from the humanities get absorbed by
the South African labour market, hence their high unemployment rate.

Understanding the dynamics surrounding labour markets has become an imperative point of
departure in alleviating social ills such as poverty and inequality. This is true, especially given the
rise of other forms of labour underutilisation, which have disguised themselves as employment.
With stable and secure employment prospects declining worldwide, females are the most
vulnerable and negatively affected. Even though education is said to bring about benefits in the
labour market through an increased probability of employment, this study showed that this is not
always the case. Graduates need to play their part in their career prospects by ensuring that they
not only study in fields regarded as “scarce skills” needed by the South African economy but also
are soft skills ready and reduce their unrealistic expectations in their initial entry into the labour
market. The South African government also needs to do more to grow the economy to create
much-needed jobs and provide more support for females seeking to start their businesses, which
will translate into job creation. Labour laws that push for the sustainable employment of more
females need to be enforced. One can argue that the laws have not done much to ensure
unbiased employment practices towards females. There needs to be an enforcement of quotas in
hiring female graduates.

Of course, this study is not without any limitations. Firstly, the sample could be much larger to
generalise and accentuate the findings to the South African female graduates. Other variables,
such as the employment sector and qualifications, were not significant from earlier analyses,
which could be attributed to the low sample size. Future studies can collect more graduate
numbers. Data on entrepreneurship or self-employment by female graduates can also be
collected to comprehend better the career choices of female graduates outside of being employed
in the private or public sector. Other variables such as location, working hours and childcare and
how these could potentially influence employment prospects and career choices could also be
worth exploring in future research. Females who graduate from universities with a history of
privilege can use their institution’s reputation to their benefit. However, it should be noted that the
current study focuses on graduates from a university with a disadvantaged background. On the
other hand, those who did not attend such universities need to recognise the significance of
establishing a profile that showcases their accomplishments in both their specialised knowledge
and transferable skills. They must actively work towards developing a strong identity as a
graduate right from the beginning.
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