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Abstract: 

The Expanded Public Works Programme (EPWP) is a key state-led intervention in South Africa, 

designed to alleviate unemployment, poverty, and income insecurity since 2004. Targeting women, 

youth, and persons with disabilities, it provides short-term employment and basic skills development. 

This study assesses the EPWP’s overall impact on unemployment reduction, drawing on secondary 

data from government reports, peer-reviewed research, and recent labour market statistics. Findings 

indicate that the programme has generated substantial work opportunities and income support, 

particularly for vulnerable groups. However, its effect on sustainable employment and long-term 

unemployment remains limited. Short employment durations, weak skills transfer, and minimal 

integration with the formal labour market constrain participants’ post-programme prospects. 

Consequently, the EPWP functions more effectively as a social protection and labour market activation 

mechanism than as a structural solution to unemployment. The study concludes that while the 

programme is necessary for mitigating immediate economic vulnerability, it is insufficient for addressing 
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persistent joblessness. Policy recommendations include stronger exit pathways, accredited skills 

training, and closer alignment with broader economic and industrial strategies. This analysis contributes 

to public employment and labour market policy debates by offering a balanced perspective on the 

EPWP’s achievements and limitations over time. 
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Introduction 

South Africa continues to experience exceptionally high levels of unemployment, with recent labour 

market data confirming the persistence of both cyclical and structural unemployment. Official statistics 

indicate that the unemployment rate has remained above 30 percent for several consecutive years, 

while expanded unemployment, which includes discouraged work-seekers, exceeds 40 percent, 

reflecting deep-seated challenges within the economy and labour market institutions (National Treasury 

& Department of Public Works and Infrastructure, 2025). These conditions are rooted in historical 

inequalities, skills mismatches, spatial exclusion, and slow economic growth, which together have 

limited the absorption capacity of the formal labour market since the democratic transition in 1994 

(Sibanda & Thebe, 2022). In response to widespread unemployment and poverty, the South African 

government has implemented a range of active labour market interventions, among which the Expanded 

Public Works Programme stands out as one of the most prominent and enduring. Introduced in 2004, 

the EPWP was conceptualised as a large-scale public employment programme aimed at providing short-

term work opportunities through labour-intensive projects in infrastructure, social services, 

environmental management, and community development (Department of Public Works and 

Infrastructure, 2023; Moto, Hamunakwadi, & Mbanga, 2025). The programme forms part of the state’s 

broader developmental agenda, which seeks to combine income support with skills development to 

mitigate poverty while improving employability among marginalised groups. 

The EPWP was explicitly designed to target individuals who face structural barriers to labour market 

entry, particularly women, youth, and persons with disabilities. Government policy documents 

emphasise that the programme is not intended to replace formal employment but rather to act as a 

temporary safety net and a stepping stone into further economic participation (Department of Public 

Works and Infrastructure, 2023). Participants receive short-term wages and limited on-the-job training, 

which are expected to enhance household income security and reduce vulnerability during periods of 

unemployment (Oguntona, 2023). In this sense, the EPWP aligns with international models of public 

employment programmes used in developing economies to address extreme labour market exclusion 

(Philip, 2025). Despite its scale and longevity, the effectiveness of the EPWP in reducing unemployment 

remains a subject of sustained academic and policy debate. Official government reports frequently 

highlight the millions of work opportunities created across successive phases of the programme, 

presenting these figures as evidence of success (Department of Public Works and Infrastructure, 2023). 

However, scholars caution that work opportunity counts do not necessarily equate to meaningful 

reductions in unemployment, particularly when employment durations are short and recurrent 

participation is common (Moto et al., 2025). As a result, questions persist regarding whether the EPWP 

contributes to lasting labour market attachment or merely provides temporary relief from poverty. 
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Empirical research suggests that while EPWP participation can improve short-term income stability and 

household welfare, especially in poor communities, its impact on long-term employment outcomes is 

limited. Sibanda (2024) finds that participants often return to unemployment shortly after exiting the 

programme, with minimal transitions into formal or stable employment. Similarly, Sibanda and Thebe 

(2022) argue that structural constraints within the South African economy, including low demand for low-

skilled labour, significantly limit the ability of public works programmes to function as pathways into 

sustainable employment. The persistence of unemployment despite repeated expansions of the EPWP 

raises critical concerns about the programme’s role within the broader employment policy framework. 

Some analysts argue that the EPWP functions more effectively as a social protection mechanism than 

as a labour market intervention, given its emphasis on income support rather than skills accreditation or 

job placement (Onyina, 2024). This perspective suggests that while the programme addresses 

immediate survival needs, it does not substantially alter participants’ long-term employment prospects, 

particularly in the absence of complementary economic growth and industrial policy reforms. 

The central research problem addressed in this study therefore lies in assessing whether the EPWP has 

meaningfully contributed to unemployment reduction in general since its inception, rather than primarily 

alleviating poverty on a temporary basis. This distinction is important, as conflating poverty relief with 

employment creation risks overstating the programme’s effectiveness and obscuring the structural 

nature of South Africa’s unemployment crisis (Philip, 2025). A clearer understanding of the EPWP’s 

actual impact is necessary to inform more realistic policy expectations and future programme design. 

The objective of this article is: 

• To assess the overall impact of the EPWP on unemployment reduction, examine its 

outcomes over time, and identify key structural limitations that constrain its effectiveness. 

To maintain focus on unemployment rather than solely on participation numbers, the study contributes 

to a more nuanced evaluation of public employment programmes in highly unequal and structurally 

constrained economies. The analysis is particularly relevant in the current context of fiscal pressure and 

rising demand for state-led employment interventions (National Treasury, 2024). This study is significant 

for both academic and policy audiences. From an academic perspective, it contributes to debates on 

the role of public employment programmes within segmented labour markets. From a policy perspective, 

it offers evidence-based insights that can inform the redesign of public employment initiatives to better 

support sustainable labour market outcomes. The guiding research question is therefore articulated as 

follows: 

• To what extent has the Expanded Public Works Programme contributed to reducing 

unemployment in South Africa since its inception? 
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Literature Review 

The Expanded Public Works Programme has attracted sustained scholarly attention as one of South 

Africa’s most significant state-led interventions aimed at addressing unemployment, poverty, and social 

exclusion. Since its inception in 2004, and particularly during its later phases, the programme has been 

positioned within policy discourse as both a labour market intervention and a poverty alleviation 

mechanism (Department of Public Works and Infrastructure, 2023). Recent academic literature reflects 

growing concern about the widening gap between the scale of the EPWP and its actual contribution to 

reducing unemployment in a structural sense (Philip, 2025; Sibanda, 2024). The literature reviewed in 

this section spans labour economics, development studies, public administration, and social policy. It 

interrogates the EPWP’s design, implementation, outcomes, and conceptual framing. While some 

scholars emphasise the programme’s counter-cyclical and protective role during economic downturns, 

others question its long-term effectiveness in addressing South Africa’s deeply entrenched 

unemployment crisis (Donaldson, 2022; Moto et al., 2025). This literature review is structured 

thematically, beginning with the macroeconomic and labour market context, followed by discussions on 

public employment programmes as social protection, household-level impacts, skills development and 

employability, exit pathways, governance challenges, and measurement limitations. The section 

concludes by synthesising key debates and identifying gaps that justify the current study. 

South Africa’s Structural Unemployment Context 

South Africa’s unemployment crisis is widely recognised as structural rather than cyclical, characterised 

by long-term joblessness, skills mismatches, and spatial exclusion inherited from apartheid-era 

economic planning (Sibanda & Thebe, 2022). Recent labour market data indicate that economic growth 

has consistently failed to absorb new entrants into the labour market, particularly low-skilled workers 

and young people (National Treasury, 2024). Scholars argue that this context fundamentally constrains 

the potential impact of public employment programmes such as the EPWP (Philip, 2025). Sibanda and 

Thebe (2022) demonstrate that labour demand in South Africa has become increasingly skills-intensive, 

reducing opportunities for workers with limited formal education. This structural shift has important 

implications for the EPWP, which largely targets individuals who are excluded from the formal labour 

market due to low skills and limited work experience (Department of Public Works and Infrastructure, 

2023; Moto et al., 2025). The studys align with this literature in arguing that any assessment of the 

EPWP must be grounded in an understanding of these systemic constraints. Furthermore, research by 

Schotte, Zizzamia, and Leibbrandt (2023) highlights the persistence of long-term unemployment, with 

many individuals remaining jobless for more than five years. This reality complicates expectations that 

short-term public employment can meaningfully reverse labour market exclusion. The literature suggests 
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that without significant changes in economic structure, public employment programmes can only provide 

temporary relief rather than permanent solutions (Philip, 2025). 

Public Employment Programmes as Counter-Cyclical Instruments 

A prominent strand of the literature positions public employment programmes as counter-cyclical tools 

designed to cushion vulnerable populations during economic downturns. Donaldson (2022) argues that 

the EPWP has played an important stabilising role by injecting income into poor households during 

periods of low economic growth. This perspective aligns with international evidence showing that public 

works programmes can mitigate the social impacts of unemployment during crises (Onyina, 2024). 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the EPWP and related initiatives were rapidly expanded to respond to 

rising unemployment and income loss (National Treasury & Department of Public Works and 

Infrastructure, 2025). Sibanda (2024) finds that these interventions helped prevent deeper levels of 

household poverty, particularly among women and informal workers. The studys acknowledge this 

contribution and support the view that the EPWP performs a valuable short-term protective function. 

However, the literature also cautions against conflating counter-cyclical success with long-term 

employment impact. Donaldson (2022) notes that while income support effects are evident, employment 

sustainability remains weak. The studys build on this argument by suggesting that the EPWP is often 

evaluated against objectives it was never structurally equipped to achieve, particularly the creation of 

permanent jobs in a stagnant economy. 

Household Welfare and Poverty Alleviation Outcomes 

A substantial body of research focuses on the EPWP’s impact at the household level, particularly in 

relation to poverty reduction and income smoothing. Sibanda (2024) provides robust evidence that 

EPWP participation improves short-term household welfare, with pronounced effects in female-headed 

households. This finding is consistent with broader social policy literature that identifies public 

employment as an effective mechanism for targeting income support to marginalised groups (Onyina, 

2024). Similarly, Moto et al. (2025) show that EPWP wages, although low, contribute meaningfully to 

food security and basic consumption in poor households. These studies collectively suggest that the 

programme plays an important role in reducing extreme deprivation, even if its employment effects are 

temporary. The studys support this strand of the literature but argue that poverty alleviation outcomes 

are often misrepresented as employment success in policy discourse. By framing welfare improvements 

as evidence of unemployment reduction, official narratives risk obscuring the distinction between social 

protection and labour market integration (Philip, 2025). This conceptual slippage is identified as a key 

weakness in both policy and evaluative frameworks. 
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Skills Development and Employability Claims 

One of the core justifications for the EPWP is its purported contribution to skills development and 

improved employability. Policy documents frequently assert that on-the-job training enhances 

participants’ prospects of securing future employment (Department of Public Works and Infrastructure, 

2023). However, academic evidence on this claim remains limited and contested. Philip (2025) argues 

that the skills acquired through EPWP participation are often task-specific, informal, and uncertified, 

limiting their transferability to the formal labour market. This concern is echoed by Sibanda (2024), who 

finds little evidence that EPWP participation significantly improves long-term employment outcomes. 

The studys concur with this assessment and further argue that skills development within the EPWP is 

constrained by short contract durations and inconsistent training quality. Sibanda and Thebe (2022) 

emphasise that employability in South Africa increasingly depends on formal qualifications and prior 

work experience in the private sector. In this context, the EPWP’s limited training provision is insufficient 

to overcome structural barriers to employment. The literature therefore suggests that skills development 

claims associated with the EPWP are overstated and poorly supported by empirical evidence. 

Exit Pathways and Labour Market Transitions 

A critical weakness identified across the literature is the absence of effective exit pathways from the 

EPWP into sustainable employment. Moto et al. (2025) observe that transitions from public employment 

into formal sector jobs are rare, and that coordination between the EPWP and other labour market 

institutions remains weak. This finding is supported by Sibanda (2024), who notes high rates of repeated 

participation, indicating cyclical movement between unemployment and public employment. The studys 

introduce a new analytical dimension by arguing that the expectation of smooth transitions from EPWP 

participation into formal employment is conceptually flawed within a structurally constrained labour 

market. Where labour demand is insufficient, exit pathways cannot function effectively, regardless of 

programme design. This perspective challenges policy narratives that locate responsibility for 

employment outcomes primarily at the level of individual employability. 

Governance, Implementation, and Institutional Constraints 

Several studies highlight governance and implementation challenges that undermine the EPWP’s 

effectiveness. Donaldson (2022) points to uneven implementation across provinces and municipalities, 

while Moto et al. (2025) note administrative capacity constraints at the local government level. These 

challenges affect project quality, training provision, and monitoring systems. The studys align with this 

literature but argue that governance failures alone do not explain the programme’s limited employment 

impact. Instead, institutional weaknesses interact with broader economic constraints, reinforcing the 

programme’s role as a stopgap rather than a transformative intervention (Philip, 2025). 
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Table 1 provides specific examples of administrative capacity constraints observed in various 

municipalities and provinces, illustrating how these challenges manifest in practice. Delays in project 

approvals, limited staff capacity, weak coordination between departments, and inadequate budget 

oversight reduce the effectiveness of EPWP interventions. These factors affect the timely initiation of 

projects, quality of service delivery, consistency of training provision, and overall monitoring of work 

opportunities. By highlighting these examples, the table underscores that local governance issues 

contribute to variations in programme implementation, though they do not fully account for the limited 

long-term employment outcomes observed nationally. 

Municipality / Province 
Observed Administrative 
Challenge 

Impact on EPWP 
Implementation 

Ekurhuleni Metropolitan 
Municipality, Gauteng 

Delays in project approvals and 
procurement 

Slow initiation of infrastructure 
projects; shortened 
employment durations 

King Cetshwayo District, 
KwaZulu-Natal 

Limited staff capacity for 
monitoring and reporting 

Inconsistent training provision; 
incomplete documentation of 
work opportunities 

Mopani District, Limpopo 
Weak coordination between 
municipal departments 

Fragmented project delivery; 
overlapping initiatives reducing 
efficiency 

Buffalo City, Eastern Cape 
Inadequate budget planning 
and oversight 

Poor quality of community and 
social services projects; 
delayed payments to 
participants 

Sedibeng District, Gauteng 
Low technical expertise in 
environmental programme 
management 

Seasonal employment patterns 
exacerbated; limited skills 
acquisition 

Table 1: Examples of Administrative Capacity Constraints in EPWP Implementation at Municipal Level 
(Sources: Donaldson, 2022; Moto et al., 2025; Philip, 2025) 

Note: The table highlights specific examples of administrative and institutional capacity constraints 
affecting the implementation of the EPWP at municipal level. Impacts include delays, weak monitoring, 
limited training, and fragmented service delivery. 

Measurement, Work Opportunities, and Conceptual Limitations 

A key gap in the literature lies in the dominant reliance on work opportunity metrics to evaluate EPWP 

performance. Official reports emphasise the number of work opportunities created, often without 

sufficient attention to employment duration, repetition, or post-programme outcomes (Department of 

Public Works and Infrastructure, 2023). Scholars increasingly criticise this approach, arguing that it 

inflates perceptions of success (Sibanda, 2024). The studys build on this critique by arguing that the use 

of work opportunity counts reflects a deeper conceptual misalignment between programme objectives 

and unemployment measurement. Unemployment is a stock measure, while work opportunities 

represent flows, making direct comparisons misleading (Philip, 2025). This insight forms a central 

contribution of the current study. 
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Conclusion  

The reviewed literature presents a complex and often contradictory assessment of the Expanded Public 

Works Programme. On the one hand, there is strong evidence that the EPWP provides meaningful 

short-term income support and contributes to poverty alleviation, particularly among vulnerable 

households. On the other hand, there is limited evidence that the programme has significantly reduced 

unemployment in a structural or sustained manner. The studys support the view that the EPWP should 

be understood primarily as a social protection and labour market buffering mechanism rather than a 

solution to structural unemployment. A key gap identified in the literature is the tendency to evaluate the 

programme using inappropriate metrics that conflate welfare outcomes with employment success. By 

addressing this gap, the current study contributes a more conceptually grounded assessment of the 

EPWP’s impact on unemployment reduction over time. 

Methods and Data 

Theoretical Framework 

This study is anchored in Labour Market Segmentation Theory and the Social Protection Framework, 

which together provide a robust analytical lens for examining the role and limitations of the Expanded 

Public Works Programme within South Africa’s labour market. These frameworks are particularly 

appropriate given the country’s high levels of structural unemployment, labour market dualism, and 

reliance on state-led employment interventions (Sibanda & Thebe, 2022). 

Labour Market Segmentation Theory posits that labour markets are divided into distinct segments, 

typically characterised as primary and secondary labour markets. The primary segment is associated 

with stable employment, higher wages, career progression, and stronger labour protections, while the 

secondary segment is marked by precarious work, low wages, limited skill development, and weak job 

security (Philip, 2025). Contemporary applications of this theory in South Africa highlight how structural 

inequalities and skills-biased economic growth have entrenched barriers to movement between these 

segments (Schotte et al., 2023). Within this framework, public employment programmes such as the 

EPWP are understood to operate predominantly within the secondary labour market. Participants are 

offered short-term, low-wage employment that provides immediate income but limited prospects for 

advancement into the primary labour market (Moto et al., 2025). The studys adopt this perspective to 

explain why repeated participation in the EPWP is common and why transitions into formal employment 

remain rare. Rather than representing a failure of individual effort, this pattern reflects systemic 

constraints embedded within the structure of the labour market itself (Philip, 2025). 

Labour Market Segmentation Theory is particularly useful in challenging policy assumptions that short-

term work exposure alone can significantly enhance employability. Empirical evidence suggests that in 
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contexts where labour demand is constrained, and formal sector employment requires certified skills 

and experience, participation in secondary labour market programmes has limited transformative 

potential (Sibanda, 2024). The studys therefore use this theory to interrogate claims that the EPWP 

functions as an effective bridge into sustainable employment. Complementing this perspective, the 

Social Protection Framework situates public employment programmes within broader systems of 

income security and vulnerability reduction. Onyina (2024) conceptualises social protection as 

encompassing protective, preventive, promotive, and transformative functions. Public works 

programmes are positioned primarily within the protective and promotive domains, offering income 

support while modestly enhancing productive capacity. 

Applying this framework, the EPWP is best understood as a social protection instrument that mitigates 

the immediate effects of unemployment and poverty rather than a conventional job creation strategy. 

Studies show that EPWP wages contribute to food security and basic household consumption, 

particularly among women and other vulnerable groups (Oguntona, 2023). The studys align with this 

literature and argue that evaluating the EPWP solely on the basis of long-term employment outcomes 

risks overlooking its legitimate social protection role. However, the Social Protection Framework also 

highlights the limitations of public employment when not integrated into broader economic and industrial 

strategies. Onyina (2024) cautions that without strong linkages to skills accreditation, labour market 

institutions, and economic expansion, public works programmes are unlikely to achieve transformative 

outcomes. This insight is central to the studys’ analytical position, which emphasises that the EPWP’s 

constraints are structural rather than purely programmatic. 

Taken together, Labour Market Segmentation Theory and the Social Protection Framework allow for a 

balanced assessment of the EPWP. They enable the studys to recognise the programme’s contribution 

to income support and poverty alleviation while critically examining its limited capacity to reduce 

unemployment in a sustained manner. These theories collectively inform the analysis by situating the 

EPWP within South Africa’s broader political economy and labour market realities. 

Methodology 

The study adopts a qualitative desk-based research design that relies exclusively on secondary data 

sources. This methodological approach is appropriate given the study’s focus on policy analysis, 

programme outcomes, and labour market trends over time (Morgan, 2022). Desk-based research allows 

for the systematic examination of existing empirical and policy evidence without direct engagement with 

human participants. Data sources include official government policy documents, Expanded Public 

Works Programme annual and phase reports, Statistics South Africa labour force surveys, and peer-

reviewed academic journal articles published between 2020 and 2025 (Department of Public Works and 
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Infrastructure, 2023; National Treasury, 2024). These sources were selected due to their credibility, 

relevance, and widespread use in scholarly analyses of public employment and labour market policy. 

The literature was identified through structured searches of academic databases, including Scopus, 

Web of Science, and Google Scholar, using keywords such as “Expanded Public Works Programme,” 

“public employment,” “unemployment South Africa,” “labour market policy,” and “social protection.” 

Government reports and official statistics were obtained from departmental and Statistics South Africa 

websites. Inclusion criteria focused on sources published within the last five years, providing empirical 

evidence or policy insights relevant to the EPWP. Each source was evaluated for methodological rigor, 

relevance to the study objectives, and contribution to understanding programme outcomes. This 

ensured that the analysis was based on high-quality, verifiable evidence and that findings were grounded 

in both policy and academic discourse. 

The exclusive use of publicly available secondary data means that the study does not involve human 

subjects, personal identifiers, or primary data collection. As a result, the research does not require ethical 

clearance, in line with established research ethics guidelines for secondary data analysis (Morgan, 

2022). This approach ensures ethical compliance while maintaining analytical rigour. Data analysis was 

conducted using thematic content analysis, which involves identifying, analysing, and interpreting 

recurring patterns within textual data (Morgan, 2022). In this study, themes were developed around 

employment outcomes, programme scale, duration of work opportunities, skills development claims, 

and post-participation employment prospects. These themes were informed by the theoretical 

framework and the study’s central research question. 

The qualitative analytical approach enables the studys to move beyond descriptive statistics and 

interrogate how the EPWP is conceptualised, implemented, and evaluated within policy and academic 

discourse. By triangulating multiple data sources and applying systematic selection and evaluation 

criteria, the study enhances the credibility and robustness of its findings (Morgan, 2022). Overall, the 

methodology is well suited to achieving the study’s objective of assessing the EPWP’s impact on 

unemployment reduction while remaining methodologically sound and ethically appropriate. 

Results 

The findings of this study indicate that the Expanded Public Works Programme has consistently 

generated a high volume of work opportunities across its successive phases, particularly during Phases 

IV and V. Official programme data show that millions of work opportunities were created annually across 

national, provincial, and municipal implementing bodies, with projects concentrated in infrastructure 

development, social services, environmental management, and community-based initiatives 
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(Department of Public Works and Infrastructure, 2023). These figures confirm the EPWP’s scale and 

institutional reach, positioning it as one of the largest public employment interventions in South Africa. 

Disaggregated data further reveal that women constitute the majority of EPWP beneficiaries. Female 

participation has consistently exceeded 55 percent across most programme years, reflecting deliberate 

policy targeting aligned with gender equity objectives (Department of Public Works and Infrastructure, 

2023). Youth participation is similarly high, with individuals between the ages of 18 and 35 accounting 

for a substantial proportion of work opportunities, particularly in social sector and community-based 

programmes (Sibanda & Thebe, 2022). These patterns indicate that the EPWP has succeeded in 

directing employment opportunities towards groups that face persistent exclusion from the formal labour 

market. In addition to gender and age targeting, the EPWP has demonstrated strong geographic 

penetration, particularly in rural and peri-urban areas where formal employment opportunities are 

scarce. Municipal-level data show that EPWP projects are frequently implemented in economically 

marginalised regions with high unemployment and poverty rates (Department of Public Works and 

Infrastructure, 2023). This spatial distribution supports the programme’s stated objective of prioritising 

communities with limited access to labour market opportunities and basic services. 

While the scale and targeting of the EPWP are evident, the results also highlight the short-term nature 

of employment provided through the programme. Across sectors, employment durations typically range 

from a few weeks to several months, with average work opportunities lasting fewer than 100 days per 

participant (Moto et al., 2025). These short durations are consistent with the programme’s design, which 

emphasises work opportunities rather than permanent job creation. However, the prevalence of brief 

employment spells has important implications for the programme’s capacity to influence unemployment 

levels in a sustained manner. The data further indicate high levels of repeat participation among 

beneficiaries. Several studies report that a significant proportion of participants cycle in and out of the 

EPWP over multiple years, suggesting limited progression into stable employment outside the 

programme (Philip, 2025). This pattern reflects the scarcity of alternative employment opportunities 

rather than individual failure, as labour market conditions remain highly constrained for low-skilled 

workers (Sibanda & Thebe, 2022). Repeat participation inflates aggregate work opportunity figures while 

masking limited net exits from unemployment. 

Income effects during EPWP participation are clearly evident in the findings. Participants consistently 

report improved short-term income security, with wages contributing to household consumption, food 

security, and the ability to meet basic needs (Moto et al., 2025). In low-income households, even modest 

EPWP wages represent an important buffer against extreme deprivation, particularly during periods of 

economic shock such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Schotte et al., 2023). These results underscore the 

programme’s effectiveness as a short-term income support mechanism. However, the results also show 
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that income gains are not sustained beyond the duration of participation. Longitudinal analyses indicate 

that most participants return to unemployment or informal economic activity shortly after exiting the 

programme (Philip, 2025). There is limited evidence of durable income improvements once EPWP 

employment ends, highlighting the programme’s limited impact on long-term economic security. 

With respect to skills development, the findings reveal a significant gap between policy intentions and 

measurable outcomes. While EPWP policy frameworks emphasise on-the-job training and skills transfer, 

empirical evidence suggests that training provision is inconsistent and often informal (Philip, 2025). 

Where training does occur, it is typically task-specific and lacks formal certification, limiting its value in 

the broader labour market (Moto et al., 2025). As a result, participants’ employability outside the EPWP 

remains largely unchanged. The results further indicate weak transitions from EPWP participation into 

formal employment. Studies examining post-programme outcomes consistently report low rates of 

formal sector entry among former participants (Sibanda, 2024). Even in cases where participants 

acquire work experience, structural labour demand constraints and skills mismatches limit their ability 

to secure permanent employment (Sibanda & Thebe, 2022). These findings suggest that the EPWP has 

minimal impact on altering participants’ long-term labour market trajectories. 

Sectoral differences in outcomes are also evident. Infrastructure projects tend to offer slightly longer 

employment durations and marginally higher wages compared to social sector projects, but they still do 

not translate into higher rates of post-programme employment (Department of Public Works and 

Infrastructure, 2023). Social sector projects, while providing valuable community services, are 

particularly characterised by short contracts and limited skills transferability (Schotte et al., 2023). 

Environmental programmes similarly exhibit high turnover and seasonal employment patterns. The 

findings also reveal institutional and implementation variations across provinces and municipalities. 

Areas with stronger administrative capacity tend to report higher numbers of work opportunities and 

better project completion rates, but these differences do not significantly affect long-term employment 

outcomes (Moto et al., 2025). This suggests that while governance quality influences programme 

delivery, it does not overcome broader structural labour market constraints. Sectoral differences in 

EPWP outcomes are summarised in Table 2, highlighting variations in employment duration, wages, 

skills transfer, and post-programme employment across infrastructure, social, and environmental 

projects. 

Sector 
Average 
Employment 
Duration 

Relative Wage 
Level 

Skills 
Transferability 

Post-
Programme 
Employment 

Infrastructure 
Slightly longer 
(several months) 

Marginally higher 
Moderate (task-
specific) 

Low; limited 
formal sector 
entry 
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Social Services 
Short (weeks to a 
few months) 

Lower 
Low; limited formal 
skills 

Very low; minimal 
labour market 
transition 

Environmental Short, seasonal Low 
Low; informal and 
seasonal 

Very low; cyclical 
participation 
common 

Table 2: Sectoral Differences in EPWP Employment Outcomes 

Note: Data derived from Department of Public Works and Infrastructure (2023), Moto et al. (2025), 
Philip (2025), Schotte et al. (2023), and Sibanda (2024). Employment duration, wages, and skills 
transferability are relative across sectors. Post-programme employment reflects labour market 
integration following EPWP participation. 

Measurement practices emerge as a critical issue in the results. Official reporting focuses heavily on 

aggregate work opportunity counts, which are presented as indicators of employment creation 

(Department of Public Works and Infrastructure, 2023). However, these measures do not account for 

employment duration, repeat participation, or post-programme outcomes. Scholars argue that this 

emphasis overstates the programme’s contribution to unemployment reduction and obscures the 

distinction between employment flows and employment stocks (Philip, 2025). Labour force survey data 

reinforce this concern. Despite successive expansions of the EPWP, national unemployment rates have 

remained persistently high, with little evidence of structural improvement over time (National Treasury, 

2024). While the programme absorbs a portion of the unemployed population temporarily, it does not 

significantly reduce the overall number of individuals without work at any given point. This finding is 

central to understanding the limits of public employment programmes in highly unequal economies. 

The results further show that the EPWP’s contribution is more pronounced during periods of economic 

crisis. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the expansion of public employment initiatives provided critical 

income support and prevented deeper household poverty (Schotte et al., 2023). However, once 

emergency measures were scaled back, unemployment levels rebounded, indicating that these 

interventions function primarily as short-term stabilisers rather than long-term solutions. Taken together, 

the findings demonstrate that the EPWP plays a significant role in providing temporary employment and 

income support to vulnerable populations. The programme effectively targets women, youth, and 

geographically marginalised communities, and it contributes meaningfully to short-term poverty 

alleviation. However, the evidence does not support claims that the EPWP has substantially reduced 

unemployment in a sustained or structural sense. 

The results highlight a fundamental tension between the programme’s scale and its impact. While 

millions of work opportunities have been created, these have not translated into lasting labour market 

integration for participants. Employment durations remain short, transitions into formal employment are 

rare, and repeat participation is common. These patterns reflect structural labour market constraints 

rather than shortcomings in individual behaviour. Overall, the findings suggest that the EPWP should be 
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evaluated primarily as a social protection and labour market buffering mechanism rather than as a job 

creation strategy aimed at reducing structural unemployment. This conclusion aligns with broader 

empirical evidence and underscores the importance of aligning public employment programmes with 

realistic policy objectives and appropriate evaluation metrics (Philip, 2025; Onyina, 2024). 

Discussion 

The findings of this study confirm and extend existing scholarly arguments that the Expanded Public 

Works Programme functions primarily as a poverty alleviation and social protection mechanism rather 

than as an effective instrument for reducing structural unemployment in South Africa. While the EPWP 

has generated a substantial volume of work opportunities and has successfully targeted vulnerable 

populations, including women, youth, and residents of economically marginalised areas, its impact on 

long-term labour market integration remains limited (Department of Public Works and Infrastructure, 

2023; Sibanda, 2024). This outcome reflects broader structural conditions within the South African 

economy rather than isolated shortcomings in programme implementation. 

Consistent with the arguments advanced by Philip (2025), the temporary nature of EPWP employment 

constrains its ability to alter participants’ long-term employment trajectories. The results demonstrate 

that employment durations are short and that repeat participation is common, indicating cyclical 

movement between unemployment and public employment rather than progression into stable work. 

Sibanda (2024) similarly finds that most EPWP participants return to unemployment or informal activity 

after exiting the programme, reinforcing the view that the EPWP provides relief from poverty without 

resolving underlying labour market exclusion. Departing from a theoretical standpoint, the findings 

strongly support Labour Market Segmentation Theory. Segmented labour markets restrict mobility 

between secondary and primary employment, particularly in contexts characterised by high inequality 

and skills-biased growth (Bhorat et al., 2021). The EPWP operates almost exclusively within the 

secondary labour market, offering low-wage, short-term employment with limited opportunities for 

advancement. The persistence of this segmentation helps explain why EPWP participation rarely 

translates into formal employment, despite repeated exposure to work opportunities. 

The lack of accredited and transferable skills training further reinforces this segmentation. Although 

EPWP policy frameworks emphasise skills development, empirical evidence indicates that training 

provision is inconsistent, informal, and poorly aligned with labour market demand (Moto et al., 2025). In 

a labour market where formal employment increasingly requires certified skills and prior experience, the 

absence of recognised qualifications severely limits participants’ employability (Bhorat et al., 2021). The 

studys therefore concur with Philip (2025) that skills development claims associated with the EPWP are 

overstated and insufficiently supported by outcome data. The findings also highlight weak linkages 

between the EPWP and the private sector, which further constrain sustainable employment outcomes. 
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Effective transitions from public employment into formal work typically require coordinated pathways 

that connect participants to employers, training institutions, and labour market intermediaries 

(Oguntona, 2023). The absence of such mechanisms within the EPWP suggests that participants are 

largely expected to navigate labour market transitions independently, despite facing systemic barriers 

such as low labour demand and spatial exclusion. This reinforces the programme’s role as a temporary 

buffer rather than a bridge to stable employment. 

Simultaneously, the discussion must acknowledge the EPWP’s demonstrable success in achieving 

social protection objectives. The findings align with evidence showing that EPWP wages contribute 

meaningfully to household consumption, food security, and income stability, particularly among women 

and low-income households (Moto et al., 2025; Schotte et al., 2023). Within the Social Protection 

Framework, this protective function is both legitimate and necessary in a context of persistent 

unemployment and poverty (Onyina, 2024). The studys therefore support the view that the EPWP should 

not be dismissed as ineffective simply because it does not generate permanent jobs. However, the 

discussion reveals a critical tension between how the EPWP is framed in policy discourse and what it 

delivers in practice. Official reporting often presents the number of work opportunities created as 

evidence of employment creation, implicitly suggesting progress in reducing unemployment 

(Department of Public Works and Infrastructure, 2023). The findings challenge this narrative by 

demonstrating that high work opportunity counts coexist with persistently high unemployment rates. This 

discrepancy underscores a conceptual misalignment between programme metrics and labour market 

realities. 

Philip (2025) cautions that work opportunities are flow measures, while unemployment is a stock 

measure, making direct comparisons misleading. The findings of this study reinforce this critique, 

showing that repeated short-term placements inflate programme outputs without reducing the overall 

pool of unemployed individuals. This measurement approach risks overstating programme success and 

diverting attention from the structural nature of unemployment in South Africa. The discussion further 

situates the EPWP within broader debates on state-led employment in highly unequal economies. 

International literature suggests that public employment programmes are most effective when 

embedded within contexts of economic expansion and strong institutional capacity (Onyina, 2024). In 

South Africa, however, low growth, declining labour absorption, and fiscal constraints limit the 

transformative potential of such interventions (National Treasury, 2024). The findings indicate that the 

EPWP cannot compensate for these structural deficits, regardless of scale. 

The COVID-19 period provides an instructive case for understanding the EPWP’s role. During the 

pandemic, the expansion of public employment initiatives played a crucial stabilising role, preventing 

deeper household poverty and income collapse (Schotte et al., 2023). However, the rebound in 

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.514
https://www.wr-publishing.org/


International Journal of Applied Research in Business and Management (ISSN: 2700-8983) 

an Open Access journal by Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany. 

Volume: 07 Issue: 03 Year: 2026 

https://doi.org/10.51137/wrp.ijarbm.514   

 

 

 

Wohllebe & Ross Publishing, Germany – The Open Access Publisher. 

More information and current publishing opportunities at wr-publishing.org 

unemployment once emergency measures were scaled back illustrates the temporary nature of these 

gains. The discussion therefore reinforces the view that public employment programmes function most 

effectively as counter-cyclical instruments rather than long-term employment solutions. Taking a 

governance perspective, the findings suggest that improvements in implementation quality alone are 

unlikely to produce significantly different employment outcomes. While variations in administrative 

capacity influence programme delivery, they do not overcome structural labour market constraints (Moto 

et al., 2025). The studys therefore challenge reform proposals that focus narrowly on programme 

efficiency without addressing broader economic and institutional factors. 

This discussion also introduces a critical analytical contribution by questioning whether the expectation 

that the EPWP should reduce structural unemployment is itself misplaced. Drawing on Labour Market 

Segmentation Theory and the Social Protection Framework, The studys argue that the EPWP is 

performing the function it is structurally capable of performing, namely providing temporary income 

support and labour market attachment in a constrained economy. The problem lies not in the 

programme’s outcomes but in the mismatch between its design and the expectations placed upon it. In 

this regard, the findings support calls for greater conceptual clarity in public employment policy. Rather 

than presenting the EPWP as a job creation engine, policymakers may need to acknowledge its role as 

a social protection and labour market buffering mechanism (Onyina, 2024). This reframing would allow 

for more appropriate evaluation criteria and reduce the risk of policy overreach. 

The discussion further suggests that meaningful reductions in unemployment will require 

complementary interventions beyond public employment. These include industrial policy reforms, skills 

system alignment, and measures to stimulate labour demand in sectors capable of absorbing low-skilled 

workers (Bhorat et al., 2021). Without such interventions, the EPWP will continue to cycle individuals 

through short-term employment without altering the structural conditions that produce unemployment. 

In summary, the discussion confirms that the EPWP plays an important but limited role within South 

Africa’s employment landscape. The programme effectively alleviates poverty and provides short-term 

income support, but it does not significantly alter participants’ long-term labour market positioning. These 

findings support Labour Market Segmentation Theory and align with the Social Protection Framework’s 

emphasis on vulnerability reduction. The studys conclude that the EPWP should be evaluated and 

strengthened within a broader, integrated employment strategy rather than positioned as a standalone 

solution to structural unemployment. 

Conclusion 

This article set out to assess the impact of the Expanded Public Works Programme on unemployment 

reduction in South Africa since its inception, with a particular focus on whether the programme has 
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contributed to meaningful and sustained improvements in labour market outcomes. Drawing on a 

comprehensive analysis of secondary data and policy documentation, the study finds that the EPWP 

has played an important and largely consistent role in providing short-term employment opportunities 

and income support to millions of South Africans who would otherwise have limited or no access to paid 

work. In a context of persistently high unemployment, deep inequality, and limited labour absorption 

capacity, this contribution should not be understated. The findings demonstrate that the EPWP has been 

especially significant as a social protection instrument. By targeting women, youth, and other vulnerable 

groups, the programme has helped to cushion households against income shocks and periods of 

economic distress. For many participants, EPWP employment represents a critical, if temporary, lifeline 

that enables basic consumption, supports dependants, and reduces exposure to extreme poverty. For 

this reason, the programme has fulfilled one of its core policy objectives and remains a vital component 

of the state’s broader developmental and welfare architecture. However, the study also concludes that 

the EPWP’s contribution to long-term unemployment reduction remains limited. Employment 

opportunities under the programme are short in duration, low paid, and rarely linked to clear pathways 

into sustained employment. While participants may gain work experience and basic skills, these gains 

are often insufficient to overcome the structural barriers that characterise South Africa’s labour market. 

Many beneficiaries cycle back into unemployment once their EPWP contracts end, reinforcing patterns 

of labour market marginalisation rather than transforming them. 

This limitation does not necessarily reflect a failure of implementation alone, but rather points to a deeper 

tension within the design and expectations of public employment programmes. The EPWP was not 

conceived as a substitute for economic growth or private sector job creation, yet it is often assessed 

against these outcomes. When evaluated primarily on its ability to generate permanent employment, 

the programme appears inadequate. When assessed as a mechanism for income support, social 

inclusion, and temporary labour absorption in a constrained economy, its value becomes more apparent. 

This distinction is critical for informed policy debate and realistic goal setting. The conclusion advanced 

by this study is that the EPWP should be understood as a complementary intervention rather than a 

standalone solution to unemployment. It performs an essential stabilising function within a highly 

unequal society but cannot, on its own, resolve the structural drivers of joblessness. Expecting the 

programme to do so risks both policy disappointment and the misallocation of resources. Instead, the 

EPWP should be strategically positioned alongside industrial policy, education and training reform, and 

active labour market interventions that aim to expand demand for labour and improve the quality of 

employment. 
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Practical Implications 

In relation to practitioners, the findings indicate several areas for action. Strengthening the alignment 

between EPWP activities and sectoral skills needs can enhance the employability of participants. 

Improved coordination with other employment and training initiatives at provincial and municipal levels 

can reduce duplication, increase programme efficiency, and ensure more consistent skills development. 

Developing clear post-participation support mechanisms, such as job placement services or 

entrepreneurship mentoring, could help reduce repeated reliance on short-term public employment. 

Practitioners are encouraged to prioritise monitoring and evaluation frameworks that track not only work 

opportunities created but also participant progression and long-term employment outcomes. These 

measures would maintain the programme’s protective role while incrementally improving participants’ 

labour market prospects. 

Theoretical Implications and Further Research 

Moving from a theoretical perspective, the study reinforces Labour Market Segmentation Theory and 

the Social Protection Framework by demonstrating how EPWP employment remains confined to the 

secondary labour market while serving as a buffer against economic vulnerability. The findings highlight 

the importance of understanding public employment programmes as instruments of social protection 

and labour market activation rather than permanent job creation mechanisms. Future research should 

explore longitudinal trajectories of EPWP participants to determine whether enhanced skills, sectoral 

integration, or improved local governance can increase transitions into formal employment. Further 

studies could also examine regional and sectoral variations in outcomes and investigate institutional 

arrangements that influence programme implementation. Such research would contribute to theory 

development around public employment, labour market segmentation, and the role of state-led 

interventions in contexts of high structural unemployment. 

In conclusion, the EPWP remains a necessary and socially valuable intervention in South Africa’s fight 

against unemployment, but its role is inherently limited. Recognising both its strengths and its constraints 

is essential for designing a balanced employment strategy that combines immediate relief with longer-

term structural change. 
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