
POLICY BRIEF

YOUTH INCLUSION IN THE 
DEVELOPMENT OF SOUTH AFRICA’S 
NATIONAL YOUTH POLICY (2020–2030): 
REFLECTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS



YOUTH INCLUSION IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF SOUTH AFRICA’S NATIONAL YOUTH POLICY (2020–2030): 
REFLECTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

PAGE  1

South Africa’s National Youth Policy (NYP) 2020–2030 
(DWYPD, 2020) represents the country’s third attempt 
to outline actions that can or should be taken, by 
government and other stakeholders, to facilitate youth 
development at local and national levels. Meaningful 
youth inclusion and participation represents a central 
value within this policy. This emphasis on inclusion 
aligns with the Constitution of South Africa, where 
public participation in governance is enshrined as a 
constitutional imperative.

Recognising this emphasis on youth inclusion, the 
Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation 
(CSVR) engaged with a key representative within the 
Department of Women, Youth and People with 
Disabilities (DWYPD) to determine what steps or 
activities the department has initiated to include 
youth in the development of the NYP 2020–2030 
(hereafter referred to as the NYP 2030). CSVR then 
reflected on its own as well as multiple youth 
organisations’ attempts to contribute to the NYP 2030. 

The results of these engagements highlighted how 
youth organisations felt that the DWYPD lacked 
serious conviction in their efforts to include youth in 
the development of the NYP 2030. These views were 
substantiated when the first draft of the NYP 2030 
came out and was viewed as a ‘copy and paste’ of the 
NYP 2015–2020. In addition, they expressed 
dissatisfaction at having to petition parliament for an 
extension to timelines allowed for public comments, a 
lack of meaningful or robust engagement around the 
monitoring and evaluation (M&E) of the NYP 2030, as 
well as serious delays in cabinet’s approval of the NYP 
2030 implementation and M&E strategies.

Through its recommendations, this policy brief highlights 
the need to recognise more widespread challenges 
associated with public participation and participatory 
governance in South Africa. Recognising the growing, 
serious challenges faced by young South Africans, the 
brief also highlights the urgent need to legislate basic 
norms or standards for public participation in decision-
making at local and national levels. 

1 In the South African context, youth are defined as all people between the ages of 15 and 35. While this definition is based 
purely on chronological age, it is noted that people within this age group are hugely diverse in terms of their social, 
economic, educational, physical, psychological, political and other lived experiences.

Introduction

South Africa owes a great deal to its youth.1 This debt 
was likely noted in the attention offered to youth 
development in the early stages of the country’s 
post-1994 development. This included a strong focus 
on education and social development in the 
Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP), 
the passing of the National Youth Commission Act of 
1996, as well as the development of the Umsobomvu 
Youth Fund in 2001 (Ngcaweni, Matemba, & Lenstoane, 
2014). Importantly, youth development was 
recognised as an area that needed to be integrated 
across the various spheres of government, rather than 
housed within a single department. 

South Africa’s recent NYP 2030 further outlined 
achievements and challenges in the five key areas of 
(1) education, skills and second chances, (2) economic 
participation and transformation, (3) health and 
well-being, (4) social cohesion and nation-building, as 
well as (5) effective and responsive youth development 
machinery. Some of these advancements have 
included improved percentages of young people, 
especially young women, who have completed their 
secondary education (matric); increased funding 
towards tertiary education, public employment and 
employment initiatives, as well as youth-owned 
enterprises; increased attention on youth-friendly 
services, outlined through policies such as the 
Integrated School Health Policy, the National 
Adolescent and Youth Health Policy (2016–2020), as 
well as Thuthuzela Care Centres; and greater efforts 
towards promoting active youth participation and 
citizenship, noted through the conceptualisation and 
implementation of the National Youth Service (NYS) 
programme. 

This policy brief focuses on one of the key values 
outlined in the NYP 2030; namely, participation and 
inclusion. This value notes that ‘service departments/
institutions must design policies, strategies, and 
programmes with young people, share information, 
create opportunities, and involve them in decision-
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making as active participants in their own 
development and the development of the country’. 
This brief outlines the DWYPD’s efforts to include 
youth in the development of the NYP 2030, the extent 
to which youth organisations felt that these efforts 
allowed for meaningful participation, as well as 
recommendations in this regard. 

Defining meaningful inclusion and 
inclusivity

This policy brief does not advocate for the use of the 
concept of inclusion over related concepts such as 
participation, engagement, or inclusive participation. 
Rather, it starts by recognising exclusion as the overt 
and subtle ways that a person or groups of people are 
prevented from entering a place or taking part in an 
activity. This exclusion can often be based on 
identifying factors such as age, gender, race, ethnicity, 
language, class, educational attainment, political 
affiliation, sexuality, physical or mental abilities and so 
forth. Structural factors such as poverty, spatial 
location, social capital, cultural capital, familiarity with 
technical processes, as well as access to technology or 
data, may also facilitate or hinder inclusion. 

Exercises such as diversity mapping 
can assist policymakers or programme 
developers in developing a better 
sense of the number of people from 
diverse groups who need to be 
included in decision-making or 
other processes

Creating inclusive spaces and processes requires an 
awareness of how these factors may come together to 
facilitate or hinder a person or group’s ability to 
participate in a space or process, coupled with actions 
to ensure equity in participation. This includes actions 
to ensure that all groups, but especially marginalised 
groups, are not only represented, but also supported, 
in their efforts to meaningfully shape activities, as well 
as subsequent outputs and outcomes. 

Exercises such as diversity mapping can assist 
policymakers or programme developers in developing 
a better sense of the number of people from diverse 
groups who need to be included in decision-making or 

other processes. Those who are responsible for holding 
such spaces also need to be aware of and manage 
differences in power relationships or factors that may 
contribute to silencing individuals within these spaces. 
For example, being aware of how social norms may 
contribute to views of youth as naïve or ignorant or 
how gendered ideals of women as quiet, calm, gentle 
and soft-spoken may contribute to young women 
being silenced.

Furthermore, the three-lens approach to youth 
participation suggests that meaningful youth inclusion 
should work for the benefit of youth (as beneficiaries), 
with youth as partners, and be shaped by youth as 
leaders. Meaningful inclusion requires critical 
engagements with youth (all stakeholder) 
contributions, as well as significant political will to 
drive the effective coordination, budgeting and 
evaluation of departmental and multiple stakeholder 
efforts towards youth outcomes. 

Why is meaningful youth inclusion  
in policy and programme cycles 
important?

Ideally, youth should be meaningfully included in 
policy and programme cycles as inclusion is a value or 
right enshrined in the Constitution. Thus, ensuring that 
youth are meaningfully included, in spaces or activities 
that may influence their lives, should be viewed as a 
constitutional or rights-based imperative.

Great efforts have been directed towards ensuring 
public involvement, participation or inclusion at local, 
provincial and national levels. This is evident in the 
Municipal Systems Act of 2000 as well as efforts to 
ensure that citizens can follow or participate in local 
and national decision-making spaces (such as 
municipal council meetings or parliamentary portfolio 
committees). Whilst these formal spaces and structures 
exist, research and current events have highlighted a 
growing sense of frustration and despondency in 
terms of the levels of meaningful engagement and 
effectiveness of these structures and spaces (Steyn, 
2015; Von Holdt et al., 2011). Thus, the importance of 
youth and public participation or inclusion has been 
recognised but more needs to be done to ensure that 
these policies, acts, spaces or structures reach their 
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desired outcomes – for example, high levels of 
participatory governance, social cohesion, civic 
cohesion, trust and service delivery. 

If a utilitarian approach is adopted, then youth should 
be prioritised in South Africa’s development process. 
Mid-year population estimates for 2019 highlighted 
that 64% of the population of South Africa was below 
the age of 35 and that the most populace age group 
included people between the ages of 15 and 35 (35%) 
(Statistics South Africa, 2019). Further, considering the 
importance of equity and redress, young, black South 
Africans continue to represent a highly marginalised 
group, who are often most affected by societal ills such 
as poverty, inequality, unemployment and HIV. For 
example, while there are varying definitions of youth 
and data on youth unemployment, Clifford’s (2020) 
comparisons supported the assertion that youth in 
South Africa face the highest levels of unemployment 
in the world. Based on Quarterly Labour Force Data 
collected by Statistics South Africa (2022), a more 
nuanced or intersectional statement would be that 
young, black women, living in rural communities in the 
Eastern Cape experience the highest levels of 
unemployment or economic exclusion in the world. 

It might be tempting and easier to 
leave youth and national development 
to those who know best – those who 
are older, more experienced, educated, 
or politically connected

By and large, South Africa cannot prosper socially, 
economically, politically, or in any other way, if youth 
are not meaningfully included in local and national 
development efforts. While it might be tempting and 
easier to leave youth and national development to 
those who know best – those who are older, more 
experienced, educated, or politically connected – 
statistics related to youth who are not in engaged in 
education, employment or training (NEET) suggest 
that this approach has not worked. While participatory 
or inclusive approaches to development need to 
navigate complex, intersecting factors, at various 
levels, an extensive World Bank research report 
highlighted how participatory or inclusive approaches 
can contribute to improved, positive development 
outcomes (Mansuri & Rao, 2013). 

Reflections on efforts towards 
meaningful youth inclusion in the 
development of the NYP 2030

The reflections included herein are based on CSVR’s 
experience of providing comments on the NYP 2030, 
the author’s participation in a Youth Capital and Youth 
Lab-led WhatsApp group focusing on these policies, 
reviews of stakeholder webinars focusing on the NYP, 
conversations with youth activists and organisations 
(representatives from Youth Capital, Youth Lab and 
Activate!), as well as conversations with a key 
representative from the DWYPD. 

It was held that a good starting point for this reflection 
would be to determine what steps and avenues the 
DWYPD created to facilitate youth inclusion in the 
development of the NYP 2030. This was especially 
important, given that the NYP 2030 does not include a 
methodology section or section that outlines these 
steps or who contributed to the policy’s development. 
A representative from the DWYPD outlined these steps 
as well as challenges to far-reaching and meaningful 
youth inclusion:

1. Stakeholder steering committee: The DWYPD 
established a multiple stakeholder committee 
that was tasked with planning and monitoring 
processes associated with the development of the 
NYP. This committee included representatives 
from the DWYPD and the South African Youth 
Council (SAYC).

2. Provincial workshops: The department hosted 
provincial workshops as a means of developing 
localised or more contextual understandings of 
young South African’s lived experiences and 
views related to youth development. Close to 
1 000 young people participated in these events, 
where small group discussions, small group 
feedback presentations, as well as plenary 
discussions were utilised.

3. National consultation event: The department 
aimed to gain additional inputs via a national 
consultation event, scheduled for August 2020. 
This event had to be cancelled due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The department 
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subsequently hosted a webinar that also focused 
on how the pandemic had affected policy 
development.

4. Direct stakeholder engagements: A departmental 
representative noted that he and other 
representatives often directly engaged with 
stakeholders regarding their comments on the 
draft NYP.

5. Stakeholder events: The departmental 
representative highlighted that youth 
organisations, such as Youth Capital, Youth Lab, 
Activate! and others, hosted several webinars 
focusing on the NYP. DWYP representatives either 
attended these events or engaged with event 
reports received from these organisations.

6. Media: The COVID-19 pandemic forced the 
department to direct its engagements online and 
via various media platforms. This included raising 
awareness around the NYP and gaining inputs via 
national and local radio stations, the department’s 
website, as well as social media channels.

7. Opportunities for public comments on the NYP 
were shared via the internet as well as print media. 
The departmental representative noted that the 
department extended this period for public 
comment on two occasions. These extensions were 
made given some stakeholders’ concerns around 
insufficient time to collate comments as well as 
some stakeholders feeling that their comments 
were not meaningfully reflected in subsequent 
drafts. Related to this last point, the representative 
noted that the department endeavoured to 
integrate all comments but also recognised 
instances of saturation; that is, where comments 
were captured, albeit in a different phrasing.

A strong theme emanating from youth activist and 
organisation spaces (e.g. the WhatsApp Working 
Group, webinars or policy submissions) was that youth 
felt that they had to fight for their inclusion in the 
development of the NYP 2030. This battle was 
highlighted through the #IncludeUs campaign and the 
submission of a letter to a member of the 
Parliamentary Portfolio Committee on Women, Youth 

and People with Disabilities, which called for an urgent 
extension of the period (approximately two weeks) 
allowed for public comments on the NYP 2030. 

More concerning was that some youth activists 
described the DWYPD as ‘notoriously aloof’ and as ‘not 
really bothered about youth development’. These 
descriptions stemmed from the view that the first 
draft of the NYP 2030 was merely a ‘copy and paste’ of 
the NYP 2015–2020, as well as from difficulties in 
communicating with and in receiving information 
from the department. Youth activists mentioned how 
draft versions of the NYP 2030 were not widely 
circulated via email, the DWYPD’s website, or other 
digital platforms, and that they had to rely on their 
social capital or networks to receive these.

A strong theme emanating from 
youth activist and organisation 
spaces was that youth felt that they 
had to fight for their inclusion in the 
development of the NYP 2030

Related to the stakeholder steering committee, the 
youth activists with which CSVR engaged agreed that 
the committee was not representative of civil society. 
While the SAYC is meant to be an ‘umbrella body’ for 
civil society who focus on youth-related matters, it 
was not viewed as such, but rather as an extension of 
the African National Congress (ANC). The SAYC was 
not viewed as actively pursuing the interests of 
diverse young South Africans. 

Both the representative from the DWYPD and young 
activists highlighted that the DWYPD outsourced the 
NYP 2030 provincial consultative workshops to the 
provincial offices of the premier. While youth 
organisations were represented in these spaces, the 
workshops were overrepresented by youth affiliated 
with dominant political parties (for example, the DA 
in the Western Cape and the ANC in all other 
provinces). The duration and number of attendees at 
these events also made it difficult to meaningfully 
engage around topics or issues raised in the space. 
Together with the issue of political representation, 
this resulted in the workshops feeling like another 
tick-box exercise and opportunity for political 
grandstanding. 
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Youth activist and organisation spaces also noted 
concerns around their inclusion in other aspects or 
phases of the NYP 2030. This included concerns around 
the frequency and levels of inclusion in policy 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation. A 
representative from Youth Lab noted how it was 
difficult for the public to access information related to 
the review of the NYP 2015–2020 and how the 
organisation was referred to DWYPD annual reports 
when enquiring about such reviews. This challenge 
made it difficult to trust that the review of the NYP 
2030 would be any different, reinforcing the fear that 
lessons learnt from the NYP 2015–2020 would not be 
incorporated in the current NYP and that the 
implementation and evaluation thereof, would remain 
significant obstacles to youth development. 

Youth activists were also particularly concerned about 
a lack of meaningful inclusion in the development of 
NYP implementation and evaluation frameworks. A 
representative from Youth Lab noted that while it was 
promising to note efforts to develop implementation 
and evaluation frameworks, the timelines allowed for 
these processes meant that the NYDA was not able to 
meaningfully engage with questions around what key 
areas should be monitored, as well as when and how 
these should be evaluated. Furthermore, whilst the 
NYP 2030 was approved by cabinet in October 2020, 
its associated implementation (the Integrated Youth 
Development Strategy) and evaluation framework 
were yet to be approved. All consulted youth activists 
were concerned that delays in the approval of these 
frameworks would undermine accountability and 
means of evaluating the NYP’s success. 

Conclusion

South Africa’s NYP 2030 represents a third iteration or 
attempt to outline how the government, through the 
Department of Women, Youth and People with 
Disabilities (DWYPD), intended to lead, integrate and 
foster efforts towards youth development in the 
country. Recognising the importance placed on public 
participation and inclusion, this policy brief aimed to 
outline the DWYPD’s efforts to meaningfully engage 
with or include youth, directly or through youth 
organisations, in the development of this key policy. It 
highlighted that while progress had been made in this 

regard, youth activists who were consulted in the 
development of this brief, felt that the department 
could have done more to include youth in the different 
phases of the NYP 2030. A point of concern was that 
the department was described as notoriously aloof 
and disinterested in youth.

A point of concern was that the 
department was described as 
notoriously aloof and disinterested 
in youth

Whilst strong criticisms were directed at the 
department, the brief recommended that a lack of 
meaningful youth inclusion was symptomatic of a 
broader difficulty with participatory governance and 
public participation. It recommended that this more 
widespread challenge could be addressed, in part, 
through the development of clearer local and national 
guidelines or legislation on public participation, 
greater political will, as well as through local and 
regional level youth advocacy. 

Recommendations

The recommendations included herein draw on the 
strengths and challenges noted in this policy brief. 

1. Meaningful youth inclusion and broader 
meaningful public participation have been noted 
as a global challenge. Thus, the challenges that the 
DWYPD experienced in meaningfully including 
youth in the various phases of the NYP 2015–2020 
or NYP 2030 are not unique to the department. In 
fact, there is a substantial body of literature and 
guidelines that focus on factors that hinder or 
facilitate youth participation and broader public 
participation. This includes the UK’s Department 
for International Development’s (DFID, 2010) 
report, Youth Participation in Development, which 
includes valuable quality standards or norms for 
policy planning, development, implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation. 

2. DFID’s report noted that these quality standards are 
not exhaustive or universal. The DWYPD should 
work with local and international stakeholders to 
develop localised, contextually relevant quality 
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standards, norms or means of evaluating efforts and 
levels of meaningful youth inclusion in the various 
phases of the NYP 2030 and subsequent policies. 

3. Recognising that all stakeholders struggle to 
facilitate meaningful youth and broader public 
participation in policy and other forms of decision-
making, a more ambitious recommendation would 
be for stakeholders to lobby for the development 
of basic quality standards or norms that could be 
utilised across government departments, civil 
society and the private sector. 

4. Finally, given the growing, immense hardships 
faced by diverse groups of people living in South 
Africa, it may be imperative to go as far as 
legislating basic standards for public participation 
in all phases of policy and other decision-making 
processes – at both local and national levels. This 
act should adopt an intersectional approach to 
participation. Such an approach would move 
closer to integrating and recognising the extent to 
which diverse groups of people, living, and 
working in South Africa, benefit from policies, 
programmes and other developmental exercises. 
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