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In South Africa, there is an increasing realization of the need for engaging youth when developing 
programmes meant to positively nurture them. Current youth development practices fail to reflect youth 
aspirations because of dearth of appropriate approaches of engaging them. This exploratory study 
sought to fill this gap and obtain the perceptions of school-going and out of school youth in Makhado 
Local Municipality on various dimensions of their own development. 241 youth, comprising 89 out of 
school and 152 school-going youth from 47 villages in the municipality participated in a youth 
development-focused workshop. Focus group discussions and semi-structured interview guides were 
used to obtain youth perceptions. Both categories of youth perceived involvement in sporting activities, 
pride in own country, better education and employment as the most critical determinants of youth 
development. Inadequate access to reliable information, involvement of youth in crime, alcohol and 
drug abuse, and lack of support from communities, among others, also hampered youth development. 
This information is useful when crafting strategies for youth development.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
In South Africa, a youth refers to a male or female aged 
between 14 and 35 years. Youth represents a transition 
from childhood to adulthood. During this phase, 
education, health, drugs, alcohol, sexuality, relationships, 
communication, employment, a sense of self, reserve-
tions about where these fit in the scheme of things as 
well as rights and responsibilities are some of the 
challenges that youth have to contend with (Chigunta, 
2002). According to the South African National Youth 
Policy of 2000, the fact that youth require economic and 
political support to realize their full potential cannot be 
underestimated. The Community Agency for Social 
Enquiry Youth survey undertaken in 2005 found that, 
people aged 16 to 35 years constituted 35% of the  South  
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African population. This translates to approximately 14 
million youth. Most of them are jobless. Unemployment 
leads to their marginalization and exclusion from main-
stream development processes and this condemns them 
into a vicious cycle of poverty. Maguire and Rennison 
(2005) report that, youth whose families are poor are 
three times more likely to drop out of school, have 
freedom without responsibility, become prostitutes, are 
prone to juvenile delinquency and engage themselves in 
unprotected sexual activities. Therefore, an unsupportive 
environment, coupled with poverty considerably exposes 
youth to challenges that limit their own development.  

The Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) 
(2005) and Tiend et al. (2006) contend that, youth in rural 
areas face more challenges than their counterparts in 
urban areas. Presumably, this explains why the flight of 
youth from rural areas to towns and cities remains a 
major challenge. Hellison (2000) believes that the 
challenges  to  youth  development  demand  coordinated  
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Figure 1. Map showing the wards in Makhado municipality where the study was carried out. 

 
 
 

interventions in which all critical stakeholders are 
involved. However, any initiatives that seek to address 
these challenges should embrace the views of the youth 
themselves. Thus, this study sought to explore the 
perceptions of both in-school and out of school youth in 
Makhado Municipality on what constituted youth develop-
ment, the challenges they faced and respective solutions. 
 
 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 
This study was qualitative and exploratory in nature. Qualitative 
research design in the sense that, it sought to distill an in-depth 
understanding of such human behaviour and the reasons that 
govern or control it as was also noted by Flick (2009). The study 
was exploratory also, because this was the first time that research 
of this nature was conducted in Makhado municipality. 
 
 
Population and sampling procedure 
 
The study population included  out  of  school  youth  and  in-school  

youth from Makhado municipality wards 1, 17, 29 and 37 (Figure 1). 
The total sample size was 241 youth, comprising 89 out of school 
(45 females and 44 males) and 152 in-school (90 females and 62 
males). They were drawn from 47 villages in the four wards. Target 
sampling was used to select the research participants. These were 
selected from the wards where the Center for Rural Development 
and Poverty Alleviation was partnering with the communities in a 
project called Amplifying Community Voices. Two out of school 
male and female youth and another two (male and female) youth 
who were still in-school were selected to represent their respective 
villages.  

Traditional leaders, civic leaders and ward councillors were 
requested to identify and invite the youth. The youth were selected 
taking into account their level of involvement in village development 
work. Assigning this responsibility to the local leaders was based on 
the assumption that they had adequate knowledge of what was 
happening in the villages and thus, were best placed to recommend 
the most suitable workshop participants. Also, it was not proper to 
dictate to the Wards the specific composition of their delegates 
since this would have disregarded the spirit and principles of 
participatory community development (Walsh et al., 2008). This 
argument takes into account the ethics of right to participate, 
voluntary participation and informed consent. 
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Table 1. Social capital–related indicators of youth development in Makhado Municipality of Limpopo Province, South Africa. 
 

 

Perceived indicator 

In-school (n = 152) Out of School (n = 89) 

Tally 
Male Female 

Male and 
female 

Male Female 
Male and 
female 

Involvement in sporting activities � ��� � � � � 8 

Demonstrating pride in own country � � �    3 

Youth respecting adults  � �    2 

Attending church services   �  �  2 

Reduction of alcohol and drug abuse � �     2 

Increase safety and security in-schools  �     1 

Youth playing a visible role in developing the country  �     1 

Traditional leaders working closely with young people     �  1 

Entertainment facilities provided    �   1 

To be yourself (resisting peer pressure)      � 1 
 

Key: � means the focus group identified the social capital indicator of youth development 
 
 
 
Data collection methods and techniques 
 
Data were collected through focus group discussions in which 
trained University of Venda students co-facilitated the focus group 
discussions. The focus groups were constituted as follows: female 
youth still attending school, male youth still attending school, mixed 
group of male and female youth still attending school, female youth 
no longer in school, male youth no longer in school, mixed group of 
male and female youth no longer in school as well as a mixed male 
and female out of school youth group. A mixed group made up of 
male and female youth from all the four wards was also constituted. 
A uniform set of semi-structured interview questions was used to 
guide the focus group discussions. The questions were: 
 
a) As youth, what is it that you would want to see happening for you 
to say indeed youth in your villages or wards are empowered or 
developing? 
b) What is making it difficult to achieve satisfactory youth 
development in your village? 
c) What do you think can be done in order to achieve better youth 
development? 
 
Facilitating the discussions was desirable, since it ensured that an 
enabling environment for active involvement in the focus group 
discussions was created. The services of student co-facilitators 
were secured to ensure that everyone in each group had an equal 
opportunity to contribute and express his or her ideas freely. The 
focus groups were also facilitated in order to avoid domination by 
some group members. Conversely, there was a need for 
encouraging the youth who tended to be quiet to participate. In 
order to ensure that the youth discussion platforms proceeded as 
planned, the lead researcher, ward councillors, some members of 
ward committees from the four wards and UNIVEN academic staff 
served as facilitators and technical experts. All the co-facilitators 
and students participated in a one day preparatory workshop that 
was held to orientate them on the objectives of the workshop and 
also to define their specific roles. In addition, they were trained to 
co-facilitate the youth engagement workshop such that, a more 
friendly and non-threatening environment for the youth to express 
their views was created. The training prepared the facilitators to 
work as a team, with the chief researcher providing overall 
leadership. 

Each focus group was requested to identify one of its members 
to serve as chair for its discussion. In addition  to  this,  each  group 

selected a rapporteur to record its perceptions. The perceptions of 
the participants in each focus group were written on flipcharts using 
marker pens, once there was consensus on any issues they 
discussed. After the focus group discussions, the rapporteurs 
presented their respective group findings in plenary. Post-
presentation of the results in plenary, other members of each focus 
group were requested to make other relevant contributions. Once 
members of the first focus group confirmed that what had been 
presented constituted a correct record, the remaining ones shared 
their findings in a similar manner. This was done until all the groups 
presented their findings. A plenary discussion took place after all 
the presentations. All the flipcharts were labelled correctly, showing 
each group’s identification details, namely ward and composition. 
The student co-facilitators collected the flipcharts and stored them 
for processing of the qualitative data.  
 
 
Data analysis 
 
The results of the focus group discussions were summarized based 
on asset and capability subthemes, namely: human, social, physical 
and financial capital; because of the absence of any clear pattern in 
the perceptions of the youth focus groups across the four wards, 
the results were consolidated to reflect the perceptions of the two 
categories of youth, namely youth in-school and out of school. 
However, the three focus group compositions namely, male youth 
only; female youth only; and mixed male and female youth were 
maintained. Data were collated per semi-structured interview guide 
question such that, it isolated the specific perceptions of in-school 
youth from those of their counterparts out of school.  

 
 
RESULTS 
 
Social capital-related indicators and challenges 
 

Table 1 shows that all in-school and out of school youth 
identified involvement in sporting activities as an indicator 
of youth development in Makhado municipality. On the 
other hand, out of school male youth were of the view 
that provision of entertainment facilities was vital for their 
development. The school-going male, female  and  mixed   
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Table 2. Human capital-related indicators of youth development in Makhado Municipality 
 

 

Dimensions of youth development 

In  School (n = 152) Out of  School (n = 89) 

Tally 
Male Female 

Male and 
Female 

Male Female 
Male and 
Female 

Indicators   

Better education ��� �� �  ��  8 

Establishing libraries    �  � 2 

Youth counseling programmes provided � �     2 

Increasing health facilities  ��     2 

        

Enrollment of Youth at further education 
and training college 

     � 1 

        

 Improved school results    �   1 

To be your self (resisting peer pressure)      � 1 

        

Challenges   

Lack of knowledge among people � �  ��� �� � 8 

No access to information  � � � � � 5 

Lack of skills development centres    � � � 3 
 

Key: � means the focus group identified the indicator and challenge of youth development 
 
 
 

focus groups all believed that demonstrating pride in their 
own country was a critical social capital dimension of 
youth development. In this regard, the school-going 
female youth focus group believed that, if youth played a 
visible role in the country then youth development would 
be said to be taking place. As shown in Table 1, both in-
school female youth and the mixed groups believed that, 
once most young people started respecting adults, then 
youth development would be said to be taking place. The 
mixed male and female focus group of in-school youth 
together with out of school female youth recognized 
attending church services as important for youth 
development.  
 
 
Human capital-related dimensions of youth 
development 
 
All the in-school youth focus groups identified better 
education as a key human capital-determinant of youth 
development. Out of school female youth concurred with 
this view. This was also in agreement with the perception 
of out of school male youth and mixed youth focus 
groups, that the establishment of a library in their 
communities would enhance youth development. Only 
the out of school mixed male and female youth focus 
group perceived enrollment of youth in Further Education 
and Training (FET) colleges, as an important indicator of 
youth development. Linked to this was the view of out of 
school male youth that improved school results 
demonstrated positive youth development. School-going 
female youth identified availability of  well-resourced  and 

reliable health facilities in an area important for youth 
development. Both in-school female and male youth 
focus groups reported that provision of counseling 
services promoted youth development. 

The out of school mixed male and female youth focus 
group said ”to be yourself” helped to develop youth. On 
the other hand, out of school male and female youth 
perceived creation of jobs through projects, as a signi-
ficant indicator of youth development. In-school female 
youth agreed with this perception. Only in-school male 
youth believed that, construction of a community hall was 
an important physical capital-related determinant of youth 
development. Out of school male youth highlighted the 
paramount role that good access roads played in pro-
moting youth development. Knowledge and experience-
related challenges of youth development as perceived by 
out of school and in-school young people are shown in 
Table 2. In-school and out of school male and female 
youth, as well as the mixed group of male and female 
youth out of school, singled out lack of knowledge among 
young people as a major challenge to their development. 
In-school and out of school female youth, out of school 
male and mixed groups of youth also cited lack of access 
to useful and reliable information as a major hindrance to 
their development. As shown in Table 3, “lack of partici-
pation in community activities, leaders do not consult 
youth when making decisions, peer pressure, lack of 
support from family, and lack of support from the munici-
pality” were important issues that the youth perceived as 
challenges to their own development. Also, there were 
other challenges, albeit minor, of youth development 
which the young people identified. 
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Table 3. Social capital-related challenges of youth development in Makhado Municipality 
 

Perceived challenge to youth development 

In-school (n = 152) Out of school (n = 89) 

Tally 
Male Female 

Male and 
Female 

Male Female 
Male and 

female 

Lack of communication �� �� � �� ��  9 

Involvement of youth in crime, alcohol and drug abuse.  �  �� � � 5 

Lack of respect for youth by stake holders � �   � � 4 

Leaders do not consult youth when making decisions ��   � �  4 

Lack of communication � �  � �  4 

Peer pressure � �  �   3 

Lack of participation in community activities   � � �  3 

Lack of support from family    �� �  3 

Lack of motivation � �     2 

Lack of support from municipality   � �   2 

Corruption and political conflicts   �   � 2 

Poverty and crime     ��  2 

Low self-esteem �      1 

Lack of sense of responsibility �      1 

Lack of commitment by youth to form development structures   �    1 

Teenage pregnancy     �  1 

Shortage of recreational facilities �      1 

Tendency to undermine  one another �      1 

Lack of support from traditional leaders �      1 

Lack of support from several community membership �      1 

Alcohol businesses located next to schools  �     1 

Lack of cell phones     �  1 
 

Key: � means the focus group identified the social capital–related challenges to youth development 
 
 
 

All the focus groups believed that lack of 
communication caused most of the challenges that the 
youth faced (Table 3). Lack of respect of youth by various 
stakeholders within the communities where the young 
people resided reinforced this problem. The third most 
commonly identified cause of the observed youth 
development challenges was “involvement of youth in 
crime, alcohol and drug abuse”. Many more issues were 
cited as causing the challenges that the youth faced 
(Table 3). Both school-going female and male youth 
singled out reduction of alcohol and drug abuse as a 
critical indicator of youth development. Only in-school 
female youth perceived increased safety and security in 
school as important for youth development. School-going 
youth said that, liquor businesses that were located next 
to schools militated against youth development. Only the 
out of school female youth focus group mentioned 
“traditional leaders working closely with youth” as an 
indicator of youth development. 

Only out of school youth cited lack of skills develop-
ment centres as a major challenge to their development. 
Male and female youth who were still in school 
highlighted the fact that, the government was not creating 
enough jobs to ease the problem of unemployment. They 

pointed out that this issue needed urgent attention. The 
mixed group of out of school male and female youth 
believed that, lack of financial resources made it 
impossible to promote youth development initiatives 
effectively. Male youth still in school supported this 
assertion. Out of school female youth indicated that, 
because they did not have cellphones, it was difficult for 
them to communicate effectively. Further-more, male 
youth still in school and the mixed group reported that 
financial problems made it impossible for them to develop 
themselves. 
 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
According to Rossman (2003), involvement in sporting 
activities is important for youth because it helps fight 
social ills such as drug abuse, juvenile delinquency and 
other deviant behaviours. Also, leisure programmes can 
contribute greatly to the development of the physical, 
intellectual and emotional potential of young people. 
Active participation in sporting activities improves phy-
sical health, contributes to the development of a positive 
self image, social skills and values such as teamwork and  
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tolerance. Sport is equivalent to a ‘universal language’ 
that can unite people. This is due to the fact that, it cuts 
across barriers that normally divide societies. Scholtz 
(1995) believes that, this is an attribute which makes 
sport a powerful tool when working with young people 
during conflict prevention and peace building times. All 
these are fundamental dimensions of social capital, which 
can be regarded as the ‘glue’ that determines the 
strength, integrity and vitality of a community. 

The fact that the youth highlighted pride in their country 
as a key indicator of youth development was important 
because they had confidence within themselves and 
were resilient. Also, respecting adults is an integral part 
of upholding cultural norms, values and morals. This is 
consistent with the spirit of ubuntu or humanism (Mbigi 
and Maree, 1995). Ubuntu principles cultivate unity and 
community strength. All these are critical ingredients of 
harmony and nation building, which cultivate sustainable 
development. 

Involvement in faith-based activities was identified as 
an important pillar of youth development. A church 
develops and maintains youth fellowship because it is 
based on positive values, attitudes and beliefs. Apart 
from serving as supportive socializing agents in com-
munities, churches provide scholarships for academic 
studies and skills development. Some churches provide 
educational support for youth in areas such as prevention 
of teenage pregnancy, creating employment opportune-
ties, health education, prevention of drug and substance 
abuse, HIV and AIDS awareness, cultural awareness, 
mentoring and recreational programmes. Therefore, 
families need to play leading roles in identifying the 
churches to go to and encouraging children to attend 
services regularly at early stages of their lives. Positive 
christian values need to be practiced at home to instill 
good morals and discipline in children, which are 
expected of them in their transition to youthhood and 
adulthood, respectively. 

The fact that the youth yearned for the establishment of 
libraries in their communities was not surprising. A library 
plays a key instructional role in youth development. In the 
library, youth learn about how to carry out research since 
they access and use both primary and secondary 
sources of information. Libraries serve as learning hubs 
with a full range of print and electronic resources that 
support a student’s achievement. Thus, a library helps 
improve academic performance (Roux and Hendrikz, 
2007). Throughout the world, education serves as a key 
to greater opportunities (Wright et al., 2006). In particular, 
tertiary education provides broader educational skills and 
experience. This highlights the fact that, education 
remains a critical issue in the development of youth, 
particularly in remote rural areas. Munford and Sanders 
(2007) support the views of in-school male and female 
youth, mixed male and female youth and out of school 
female youth when they argue that for youth to say they 
are developed, they should be well-educated. 

 
 
 
 

School-going female youth singled out availability of 
well-resourced health facilities in an area as a vital deter-
minant of youth development. Both in-school female and 
male youth focus groups reported that, provision of 
counseling services promoted youth development. Youth 
need expert advice on how to lead a happy and 
successful life through adolescence to adulthood. 
According to Camino (2000), youth should receive 
guidance and coaching in their responsibilities from 
adults. That assistance must decrease as the 
competence and comfort of youth in completing tasks 
increases. The out of school mixed male and female 
youth focus group believed that ”to be yourself” helped to 
develop youth. This perception reveals the realization of 
the importance of a youth’s ability to resist peer pressure 
and in the process, developing a principled character. 
Sometimes, peers influence each other in negative ways. 
Some youth give in to peer pressure because they want 
to be liked, to fit in, or because they worry that other 
youths may make fun of them, if they do not go along 
with the group (de Guzman, 2007). Paying attention to 
one’s own personal feelings and beliefs about what is 
right and wrong can help youth know the right thing to do. 
Inner strengths and self confidence can help them to 
stand firm, walk away and resist doing something when 
they are aware of a better alternative. 

Out of school male and female youth perceived 
creation of jobs through projects as an enabler of youth 
development. In-school female youth agreed with this 
perception. These results confirm the findings of Wheeler 
(2000) that, it is important to pay attention to out of school 
youth in terms of job creation. Jobs that offer decent work 
represent an important step in completing the transition to 
adulthood. McKee (2002) notes that, sustainable employ-
ment and job creation ensure that, the full potential of 
young people is tapped. According to Hardy (2005), 
employment pays youth and promotes a desire to earn 
an income, which often motivates interest in a continued 
connection to the labour market. 

Only in-school male youth believed that construction of 
a community hall was an important physical capital-
related determinant of youth development. A community 
hall provides space for youth interaction in their various 
developmental activities. This includes debates, 
performing arts and youth-community developmental 
meetings. Also, out of school male youth highlighted the 
paramount role that good access roads play in promoting 
youth development. Better roads demonstrate significant 
progress for the country and help improve the standard of 
living of the people. This is due to the fact that, roads 
connect individuals with the wider world of opportunities 
for development. Richards (2004) supports the views of 
the youth regarding the importance of access to 
knowledge and information for their development. He 
points out that, youth should have access to information, 
in addition to being informed about all public resources 
and services they can access and utilize. It  is  necessary  



 
 
 
 
to ensure that youth are adequately informed about their 
rights, government structures and decision making 
processes. Easy access to the internet and other vital 
media would help considerably to realize this goal. When 
the youth are well informed, they are likely to make wise 
decisions in the development of the community and 
themselves. Richards (2004) further supports the impor-
tance of including youth in decision-making processes, as 
it is imperative to create opportunities for them to develop 
their skills and confidence to lead. This would help the 
youth to recognize the connection between indepen-
dence and responsibility. The South African National 
Youth Policy framework of 2002 to 2007 projects youth 
development as a strategy that attempts to meet the 
needs that young people identify. This argument points to 
the need for consulting the youth and ensuring that, they 
are actively involved in decision-making processes. 

Linked to the assertion in the preceding paragraph is 
the argument by Wilson (2006) that, many of the 
problems that occur in an organization result directly from 
people failing to communicate. This problem leads to 
confusion and can cause viable development initiatives to 
fail. Through proper communication, the people’s needs 
can be identified. Communication serves to establish 
good relationships and getting to know other people 
much better. In addition, communication conveys interest 
and respect. In this way, it strengthens trust, connected-
ness and other dimensions of social capital, which is vital 
for sustainable social change. Various groups of young 
people pointed out that involvement of youth in crime, 
alcohol and drug abuse was one of the most notable 
challenges of youth development. The World Health 
Organization (2005) reports that drug abuse results in 
physical and mental suffering, as well as destruction of 
self-esteem. Alcohol and drug abuse reduce the 
contribution that youth can make to their community and 
own development, either as individuals or collectively.  

It was interesting to note that, school-going youth 
identified liquor businesses which were located next to 
schools as a threat to their development. Such 
businesses are usually associated with violence and 
provide easy access to drugs and alcohol for the youth. 
Locating alcohol businesses next to schools lessens the 
chances of students to achieve high pass rates, due to 
poor concentration during lessons. Such liquor places 
tempt youth to indulge in alcohol and drug abuse thereby 
militating against their personal development. 
Presumably, strict municipal by-laws which prohibit the 
issuing of trading licences to people to operate such 
businesses next to schools would help contain this 
challenge. Traditional leaders have the power to address 
this problem through summons to village courts and 
charging prohibitive fines. Also, traditional leaders have 
the power to revoke licenses issued to liquor selling 
businesses. However, such decisions must be made in 
consultation with relevant local community-based 
organizations such as school management teams, ward 
committees,   civic   associations,  school  governing  bodies  
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and learner representative councils. Only out of school 
youth focus groups cited lack of skills development 
centres, as a major challenge to their development. In-
school female youth believed that, the government was 
not doing enough to create jobs that could absorb most 
unemployed youth, even if they were well-equipped with 
employable skills. Youth should have essential and basic 
life skills to improve their lives. The South African 
National Youth Policy Framework of 2002 to 2007 
concurs and states that youth should have skills, be 
cared for and safe, be useful as well as spiritually 
grounded. This must be achieved through building on 
their capabilities, assisting them to discover and cultivate 
their own talents. Also, this increases their feelings of 
self-worth, and eases their transition to adulthood. 

The mixed group of out of school male and female 
youth believed that, lack of financial resources made it 
impossible to promote youth development initiatives 
effectively. In-school male youth supported this assertion. 
Access to financial resources has been known to be a 
critical vehicle for employment creation and it was little 
wonder that, the youth in the study mentioned it, 
particularly so for out of school youth. Out of school 
female youth said that because they did not have 
cellphones, it was difficult for them to communicate 
effectively. As a result they found it difficult to take 
advantage of opportunities that often arose elsewhere. 
For example, prospective employers found it difficult to 
invite them for job interviews because of communication 
challenges. Cell phones are an effective modern way of 
staying connected with others. Also, they provide the 
user with a sense of security. The ability to keep in touch 
with prospective employers and access email and reliable 
information make a cellphone a necessary possession. 
These facts serve as supporting arguments for the 
perception of youth on cellphones expressed earlier. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
This study highlighted various dimensions that youth 
perceived to be the indicators and determinants of youth 
development. They included involvement in sporting 
activities, better education and youth employment. Lack 
of essential knowledge, limited access to reliable informa-
tion and inadequate support from community members 
were cited as the major challenges to youth development. 
These results are useful because they represent issues, 
which if properly attended to through appropriate 
development programming would bridge the gap between 
youth and society, in general. 

Furthermore, the results of this study are crucial criteria 
for assessing the extent of youth development. Of 
particular importance in this regard is the fact that, the 
criteria represent the youth voice, which makes them 
more appropriate than existing indices most of which were 
constructed without taking into account the aspirations and 
perceptions of both in school and out of school youth. 
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