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Abstract 
South Africa faces many problems that require the attention of social workers. It wrestles with youth unemployment, 
and social work graduates are not immune to this plight. Despite the profession’s mandate of promoting social 
change, empowerment and liberation, the social work curriculum fails to prepare graduates for entrepreneurial 
opportunities. Moreover, there is a dearth of research on how the current curriculum transforms and empowers 
graduates to explore the untapped space of social entrepreneurship in curbing unemployment. This article utilises 
the Focused Mapping Review and Synthesis method to explore how unemployed social work graduates can re-
imagine the future through social entrepreneurship. The review confirms that little is known on how social work 
graduates could apply entrepreneurship to reduce unemployment. The authors argue that the current social work 
curriculum must incorporate social entrepreneurship as a model for graduates to respond to the country’s 
unemployment crisis. This is significant since institutions of higher learning strive for transformation in developing 
innovative, long-term solutions to persistent social problems. 
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Introduction  
South Africa is confronted by many problems that require the attention of social workers. Youth unemployment is 
one of many critical issues that the country is wrestling with, and it remains the biggest impediment to the hopes 
of many young people. Cloete (2015) describes youth unemployment as an economic hurdle. Despite the country’s 
transition into democracy which produced a boom in the South African economy, unemployment remains high 
(Triegaardt, 2008; Rodrick, 2008). The global financial crisis dented the South African economy and exacerbated 
unemployment (Bilgili et al., 2017; Nazarova et al., 2017). In South Africa, the causes of graduate unemployment 
can be attributed to the country’s inability to generate growth momentum since the onset of democracy (Rodrick, 
2008). Some authors attribute it to a lack of employability, the type of qualification received, the field of study, 
quality of secondary school education, quality of university education, incessant job searches, and lack of work 
experience (Oluwajodu et al., 2015). Another factor contributing to increased graduate unemployment is 
technological advancement, which results in the substitution of workers by machines (Rathbone, 2017). Despite 
the causal factor, unemployment remains a key determinant of poverty in South Africa and labour market 
inequalities reflect deep-rooted socio-economic inequalities (Zizzamia, 2020). The ability of South African 
companies to hire graduates is undermined by an education system that does not provide adequate skills and strict 
labour laws that make hiring and firing of workers an onerous task.  Moreover, the apartheid-era strategy of creating 
townships where many Black citizens are compelled to live on the periphery of cities complicates residents’ access 
to the formal job market (Naidoo, 2021). 

To ensure a dignified existence for all South Africans, achieving full employment and sustainable livelihoods is 
crucial. This can be done by increasing employment, productivity, and income. South Africa aims to reduce the 
unemployment rate to 6% by 2030 and create 11 million jobs by then (National Planning Commission, 2011). In 
stark contrast to this commitment and the growth in the graduate labour force in the country, graduate 
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unemployment continues to increase, complicating an already chronic overall unemployment rate. This 
phenomenon is problematic because it scuppers scarce human capita which is detrimental to the economy 
(Oluwajodu et al., 2015). The social issues of unemployed young people have drawn attention, and policy solutions 
are in place to help. However, social work graduates also face unemployment. In the first quarter of 2021, the 
unemployment rate for young graduates aged 15-24 decreased from 40.3% to 32.6% and increased to 22.4% for 
those aged 25-34. Some social work graduates remain unemployed despite their qualifications (Kosie, 2022). As 
a result, learning economics and enterprise skills in pursuit of social entrepreneurship is important in the trajectory 
of learning. This could be used as one of the creative approaches that develop interventions to improve the 
entrepreneurial opportunities and employability of social work graduates. 

Social entrepreneurship is focused on the fact that most young graduates are the biggest cohort of new job seekers 
and are a vulnerable group regarding unemployment since they do not have enterprise skills (Cloete, 2015; 
Levinsohn et al., 2014). The dearth of research on whether the current social work curriculum transforms and 
empowers graduates also justifies this article. Moreover, within the social work profession, there is limited research 
on the utilisation of enterprise skills that seek to promote social entrepreneurship. This is despite the professional’s 
mandate to respond to social problems, empowerment, and liberation of people. For instance, students in other 
professions, including business and medicine, are taught to pursue economic objectives and form their own 
companies. In contrast, students in the social work field are frequently discouraged from adopting an 
entrepreneurial mindset (Bent-Goodley, 2002) Social workers possess valuable skills that could support those who 
find themselves unemployed (Carey, 2017). They have a long history of assisting economically marginalised 
groups and communities. However, research demonstrates that in South Africa, social welfare organisations, 
specifically Non-Profit Organisations (NPOs) are closing due to a lack of funding and others face a drastic shortage 
of social workers (Skhosana, 2020; Velaphi, 2012; Skhosana et al., 2014; Budlender and Proudlock, 2011; 
Lombard, 2008; Loffel, 2008). This situation exposes South Africa’s most vulnerable groups to risks of 
unemployment (Skhosana, 2020). Social workers need to take a stand and embrace economics and enterprise 
skills in social entrepreneurship as an essential hybrid combining macro practice principles of social work and 
corporate innovation activities. “Innovative solutions are urgently required to address today’s complex 
socioeconomic issues, including youth unemployment” (Germak and Singh, 2009: 80). Due to the immense budget 
shortfalls and cost cutting strategies in both the public and private sectors, social workers must embrace the 
straightforward business sense found in social entrepreneurship and business innovation activities (Nandan and 
Scott, 2013; Germark and Singh, 2009).  

This article explores the unemployment of social work graduates and re-imagines the future of social 
entrepreneurial social work in South Africa. It examines the current state of social work unemployment, identifies 
the challenges faced by graduates, and offers a vision for the future of social entrepreneurship in South Africa. The 
research objectives are designed to explore the plight of social work graduates in South Africa, who face 
considerable challenges in securing employment after graduation. The article further describes the root causes of 
the problem and proffers recommendations for a new approach to social work that embraces social 
entrepreneurship as a means of creating employment opportunities for graduates in their quest to re-imagine the 
future. Social issues keep evolving, thus requiring relevant and contextual interventions that are informed by 
practice and education.  This is crucial for mapping the future where social workers can adopt proactive and 
innovative roles in their practices to address complex challenges such as unemployment. Furthermore, re-imaging 
the future is essential for acknowledging how social workers can integrate entrepreneurial strategies into their 
work, potentially resulting in more efficient and influential practices. This not only benefits clients and communities 
they serve, but rather contributes to their own development (Pereira et al., 2024). Looking at the current socio-
economic and political situation of South Africa, there are high possibilities that the unemployment crisis could 
worsen. Therefore, it is important to attend to unemployment among social work graduates now to preserve the 
future and integrity of the profession. The article is organised as follows: the next section justifies the research 
methodology adopted, followed by a literature review on graduate unemployment in South Africa with specific 
reference to social work and the role of social work in addressing unemployment. Subsequently, a discussion of 
the social entrepreneurship perspective is provided, and the article terminates by proffering pragmatic suggestions 
on how the social work curriculum could prepare social work graduates for social entrepreneurship.   
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Methodology 
This article utilized the Focused Mapping Review and Synthesis (FRMS) method to answer the research question: 
“How can social work graduates utilize the enterprise skills and knowledge they acquired to venture into social 
entrepreneurship?” FRMS comprises a literature review which offers an overview of the state of science concerning 
a certain topic and identifies gaps in existing knowledge (Fawcett, 2013). The FMRS's goal is to address 
epistemological gaps related to a specific study field. “Unlike some other forms of review such as systematic 
reviews that strive towards breadth and exhaustive searches, the focused mapping review searches within specific, 
pre-determined journals” (Irvine et al., 2019; Bradbury-Jones et al., 2017). FMRS focuses on specific, recent, and 
relevant journals within a set timeframe. The information obtained is then mapped to synthesize knowledge within 
that field (Bradbury-Jones et al., 2019). It further provides an overview of what is available on a specific topic 
(Perryman, 2016). To answer the research question, the authors followed the three-stage FMRS approach, 
namely, focus, mapping, and synthesis (Bradbury-Jones et al., 2019). This article utilized a literature review 
sourced from academic literature, grey literature, organizational reports, and policy briefs (Leburu et al., 2022). 
The authors searched for journals in databases such as SocINDEX, ScienceDirect, ResearchGate, Academic 
Search Premier, Academic OneFile, Google Scholar, Sabinet, Scopus, and news documents to conduct this 
review. Because the authors were interested in a critical review of social entrepreneurship in social work, they had 
a clear disciplinary focus. Thus, they restricted their search to the specificity of the title.  

In addition, the search was based on the following themes: social work education in South Africa, social work 
graduates’ unemployment in South Africa and social entrepreneurship in social work. Firstly, the authors searched 
for articles on Google Scholar with 5 years’ publication using “social entrepreneurship in social work in South 
Africa.” The authors could not retrieve any information that is social work specific. From this phase, the search was 
opened to 10 years (2013-2023) and open beyond the South African context. A dire scarcity of literature on 
entrepreneurial social work compelled the authors to extend the time frame to 2002 and even then, the search was 
done per sub-heading of the themes. The extension of the publication years was also done so that the authors 
could capture the history of social work in South Africa and observe, in tandem, the implementation of social 
entrepreneurship in the profession over the years. As Bradbury-Jones et al. (2019) affirm, FMR incorporates the 
calibration process to add rigour to the process. To ensure this, the authors had frequent contacts to first map the 
search parameters and then review these when the need arose. Mapping review was also conducted to 
characterize studies in ways other than eliciting their findings (Irvine et al., 2019). In this regard, only articles that 
met the inclusion criteria of the mentioned themes were read in full and interrogated.  Only documents written in 
English were read in full. The flowchart below from Strydom et al. (2020) demonstrates the inclusion and exclusion 
criteria for the ultimate articles. 

 
Figure 1: Flowchart demonstrating inclusion process 

To reflect the diverse terms for describing unemployment of social work graduates, any paper that contained such 
key works in the title was included in the review. This was done by each author individually, but to enhance rigour, 
the two authors worked together to check each other’s retrieval processes and thereby confirm inter-rater 
consistency. This process eliminated uncertainty and the authors found this form of calibration to be crucial to the 
process. The two authors took responsibility for journals from which articles were retrieved. The contents page of 
each issue of each journal was reviewed. Data extraction was done independently but the authors discussed a 
selection of papers to enhance rigour. No computer software was used in the analysis of the data. Authors did not 
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critically appraise the included studies for quality because the purpose was to profile what was happening in the 
field rather than to draw conclusions from the included studies. Once the details from all the papers had been 
extracted onto the tables, the authors identified common themes in the included articles (Aveyard and Bradbury-
Jones, 2021). Consequently, the authors ensured rigour in the preparation, organizing and reporting phases (Elo 
et al., 2014). The focus during the preparation phase was on data collection, sampling strategy and analysis. This 
was followed by a clear description of the unit of analysis and categories adopted to address the research question 
(Strydom et al., 2020). The organization phase involved categorizing the data that was retrieved from articles. The 
last phase involved reporting the findings systematically in an article format (Elo et al., 2014).  

Brief Overview of Social Work Education in South Africa 
Social work has been formally practised in South Africa since the 1930s, when the first social work college was 
founded at the Jan H. Hofmeyr School of Social Work as the first institution to train black social workers in South 
Africa (Gray and Mazibuko, 2002). However, for decades social work promoted Western assumptions about 
practice and education. Currently in South Africa, professional social work education and training is offered through 
a four-year generic degree curriculum. A curriculum is defined as planned learning and it is guided by the school, 
whether it is carried out in groups or individually inside or outside the school (Kerr, 1968). The curriculum exists at 
three levels namely, what is planned for the students, what is delivered to the students, and what the students 
experience (Prideaux, 2003). The exit level of the social work qualification in South Africa is NQF level 8, with a 
minimum of 480 credits. The consequent certification is categorised as a bachelor’s degree with a professional 
focus. Professional bachelor’s degree students are prepared for professional training, postgraduate courses, or 
professional practice in a variety of fields. The certification is recognised by the Global Standards for Social Work 
Education and Training. The programme's goal is to provide a well-rounded professional education that equips 
reflexive graduates to connect with people at the micro- to macro-levels of social work in a dynamic socio-political 
and economic setting. It consists of sets of values, skills, knowledge, and applied competencies at the core of the 
social work discipline, which account for at least 50% of the curriculum proportional to the total credit weighting. 
The remaining courses are made up of fundamentals like communication studies, computer literacy, and academic 
literacy. Additionally, the qualification consists of courses from ancillary but related fields such as psychology, 
sociology, anthropology, political science, criminology, and economics (Council for Higher Education, 2016).  

The purpose statement of the qualification states that it seeks to prepare graduates to engage people in problem-
solving activities, promote social transformation and development, social harmony, and people's empowerment 
and liberation in the form of macro practice (Council of Higher Education, 2016). Despite this purpose statement, 
the enterprise knowledge and skills are not at the core of this curriculum. Additionally, the nine competencies and 
skills required are mute on preparing students in the enterprise world as social entrepreneurs. In their study on 
transforming social work, Turton and Schmid (2020) emphasise the need to interrogate social work education. The 
authors suggest that the dominant social work curriculum is ineffective because it is culturally unsuitable, ignores 
alternative information, marginalises structural problems, is costly, and unmatched to local South African needs. 
The curriculum must be responsive to changing values and expectations in education if it is to remain useful in that 
the range of enterprise knowledge and skills selected for the curriculum must be adapted according to the needs 
of society. When developing national standards for social work education, consideration must be given to structural 
and economic factors that contribute to poverty, unemployment, and inequality in South Africa (Council for Higher 
Education, 2016). Moreover, the debate over the role of social work in economic development is critical for 
contextualising social entrepreneurship as a community development strategy (Lombard and Strydom, 2011). To 
give students a solid foundation in the knowledge, theory, principles, and skills of the profession and the ability to 
apply these to professional contexts, the qualification emphasizes general principles and theory along with 
procedural knowledge. Preparing a workforce that is ready to use a generalist approach in micro, mezzo, and 
macro practice has been at the core of the undergraduate and graduate social work curriculum. It is widely 
acknowledged by social science scholars in contemporary South Africa that engaging in partnerships and 
implementing macro intervention projects in communities is central to the training of social work students (Raniga 
and Seepamore, 2017).  

Social Work Graduates’ Unemployment in South Africa 
South Africa has been wrestling with high unemployment rates, particularly among the youth. Despite the recent 
efforts made to address this crisis, it remains a significant social problem in the country calling for immediate 
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attention (Odunlami and Akanle, 2021; Wilkinson et al., 2017; Nandan and Scott, 2013). The gravity of the situation 
calls for a comprehensive approach that involves the government, private sector, and civil society (Odunlami and 
Akanle, 2021; Bhorat et al., 2017; Graham and Mlatsheni, 2015; Oluwajodu et al., 2014; Altman, 2022; Baldry, 
2016).  Research demonstrates that unemployment is a social welfare problem that is inseparable from social work 
(Zastrow and Hessenauer, 2022; Chandra and Shang, 2021; Strømhaug, and Halvorsen, 2023; Lodemel, et al., 
2014). Although social workers are key role players in service delivery to individuals, families and groups affected 
by unemployment, there is a dearth of literature on how social workers could assist unemployed youth (Liang et 
al., 2017; Roets et al., 2012).  In this article, youth unemployment is defined as young people who are social work 
graduates specifically unemployed but with the capacity, skills, and eligibility to work. 

Students who enter the social work profession have graduate attributes evident in the degrees and licensure 
examinations. However, they can only access demanding work; currently, they experience unemployment and low 
compensation due to the profession's historic emphasis on service rather than entrepreneurship (Godwin et al., 
2022). In South Africa, over 9 000 professionally trained social workers are unemployed. The Department of Social 
Development (DSD) hired only 3 465 social work graduates between the 2014/15 financial year and March 2020. 
This emerged when the Department briefed the social development portfolio on the employment status of social 
work graduates (Mqhina, 2020). In August 2022, unemployed social workers marched to express their discontent 
and outrage at the remarks made by Social Development Minister, Lindiwe Zulu, that social workers who were 
funded by the DSD would be prioritised for employment (Visagie, 2022). In South Africa, the DSD is the key conduit 
for the delivery of social welfare services, and it employs majority of social workers. Moreover, the DSD introduced 
a scholarship to help fund students which could increase the number of social workers. This was after the 
profession was declared a scarce skill.  The National Development Plan proposes that the sector should employ 
55 000 social service professionals by 2030. These sentiments are shared by the Deputy Director-General of the 
DSD, Khumbula Ndaba (Mqhina, 2020).  

Ndaba reported that DSD absorbed 3 719 state-sponsored social worker bursary holder graduates out of 9 000 
graduates. The employment period dates back from the 2014/15 financial year to 2019/2020. The number of 
unemployed scholarship graduates stood at 5 142 with the highest in the Eastern Cape at 1 164, followed by 
Limpopo with 1 159, KwaZulu-Natal, 1 133, Western Cape, 404, Mpumalanga, 353, Free State with 265, North 
West, 243, Northern Cape, 50 and Gauteng, none. KwaZulu-Natal led the pack with 1 382, followed by Limpopo, 
530, Eastern Cape, 284, Mpumalanga, 90, Gauteng, 30, North West, 18, Free State, 11, Northern Cape, 6, and 
Western Cape, none. There were 488 students on government scholarship programmes at different years of 
completion of studies while a total of 4 024 students graduated without any government assistance (Mqhina, 2020). 
Many come from disadvantaged backgrounds and need extra support and guidance to complete their education, 
gain skills, or find work (Eyster et al., 2016). This calls for social workers to advocate for and work towards the 
gainful employment of youths and entrepreneurship. This is supported by Germak and Singh (2009: 91) who 
emphasise that to address the changing environment, schools of social work should become beacons in educating 
social work students regarding the practice of advanced management techniques. 

The rate of unemployment amongst social workers is depressing because social workers are key in the delivery of 
mandatory social welfare services. An article by BusinessTech (2022), reported that the Department of Social 
Development claims that South Africa has a critical shortage of social service professionals, but government 
departments have effectively reached their limit in the number of workers they can absorb. The irony is that 
government has tried to address the shortage of social service workers by creating the social work scholarship 
programme but once the graduates have completed their studies, they are not absorbed into meaningful 
employment. Admittedly, the DSD absorbs some of the professionals funded by this department, but the majority 
are taken as mere volunteers. The department admits that this is not enough since they have budget constraints 
(BusinessTech, 2022). This is an unacceptable compromise and often generates resentment amongst those in the 
social work profession. This situation has thrust many graduates into panic mode, frustrated and demotivated. 
Most of them, as depicted by the above statistics, remain at home with their qualifications with utterly no prospect 
of employment (BusinessTech, 2022). 

To answer the call for the employment of social work graduates, the Professional Board for Social Work and Health 
and Welfare Sector, Education and Training Authority engaged different stakeholders, universities, experienced 
veteran social workers, non-governmental organisations and community-based organisations to develop a Social 
Work Readiness Programme (SWRP). The purpose of this programme is to empower newly qualified and 
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unemployed social workers. Secondly, the programme aims to enhance and facilitate the employability of 
unemployed social workers and newly qualified social workers through a custom-designed capacity development 
programme that focuses on knowledge, skills and experience to support their readiness and transition to 
employment (South African Council for Social Service Professionals [SACSSP], 2021).  The programme also aims 
to promote an understanding of organisational structure and culture, clarify roles and responsibilities. Additionally, 
the programme seeks to promote interdependent collaboration in line with the mandate and strategic objectives of 
the employers. The programme is still being rolled out and its effectiveness has yet to be evaluated.   

Social Entrepreneurship in Social Work 
In the social work profession’s historical context, emerging social workers are educated to work for others, and 
they seldom discuss social entrepreneurship beyond macro-level private practice (Godwin et al., 2022: 475) and 
even less on social entrepreneurship. Across social work fields globally, social entrepreneurship is rooted in 
professional codes of ethics (British Association of Social Workers [BASW], 2021; National Association of Social 
Workers [NASW], 2017; SACSSP, 2020), curriculum policy statements and broader disciplinary values of service, 
social justice, and competence. It is essential at this point to elucidate the meaning of social entrepreneurship. 
Social entrepreneurship varies in conceptualisation as compared to traditional entrepreneurship. The primary focus 
of social entrepreneurship is generating social values rather than generating economic benefits (Husain-Talero 
and Cortés, 2021). This phenomenon is an extension of entrepreneurship into the non-profit sector and this 
extension is deeply embedded in actual practices (Dahles et al., 2010). Godwin et al. (2022: 475) extend the 
aforesaid definition by describing social entrepreneurship as a “community-based, for-profit business aimed at 
building a sustainable, fair, and socially just future by providing services which facilitate a social need within a 
specific population centred on connectedness, equality, and solidarity.’ As a result, “social entrepreneurship is 
perceived as a vital practice in social work that delivers pioneering, unique, and prolonged solutions to difficult and 
pervasive societal issues” (Nouman and Cnaan, 2021: 475). From these definitions, there is no consensus on the 
specific nuances within social entrepreneurship. In crystallising this definition, Nouman and Cnaan (2023: 2) refer 
to social entrepreneurship as a “practice among social workers that is carried out as an integral part of their 
professional activity, in all areas of practice, to address social issues through innovative solutions and 
transformative interventions toward social change.” 

Social work remains conspicuously absent from discussions regarding social entrepreneurship though its values 
and practices are closely aligned with social work (Berzin, 2012). For instance, Light (2009) restates the mission 
and motivation of the social entrepreneur as being socially driven, persistent, and optimistic. Arguably, these same 
characteristics are acquired by many social workers in that social work aims to improve the well-being of individuals 
and society. These descriptions imply potential connections in the mission and value between social work and 
social entrepreneurship (Berzin, 2012). Since the social work curriculum does not include economics and 
enterprise skills and knowledge related to social entrepreneurship competencies, there is an evident gap between 
education and execution in providing various social work entrepreneurship services outside of companies (Briar-
Lawson et al., 2020; Nandan et al., 2015).  To mitigate the disparities, social entrepreneurship-linked enterprise 
management skills must be introduced in the social work curriculum to ameliorate the position of unemployed youth 
in the community. In support, (Cai, 2013: 466) argues that “universities should provide support for their students' 
preparation for the workforce, with special attention to the relevance of their education programmes to the labour 
market's need and the quality of their graduates.” Invariably, social workers witness the effects of political decisions 
and policies on the lives of the people they serve. Currently, social workers are exposed to social entrepreneurship 
that is reshaping the field by their working in NPOs, hence the need to augment their enterprise management skills 
and knowledge in social entrepreneurship training, leadership and management.  

“Being business-like-minded should no longer connote a negative attribute of a social worker or a social service 
organisation as cautioned” (Germark and Singh, 2009: 92). It is noted with concern that as the non-profit sector 
continues to grow, the administrators of social service organisations are not social workers, but public affairs and 
business professionals. One of the most constructive ways of helping social workers become viable and 
sustainable is to foster social entrepreneurs’ business management skills and expertise. Support structures and 
networks rely on professionals who understand both traditional businesses and social enterprises to build social 
entrepreneurs’ capacity to become sustainable without diluting their social service mission (European Union, 2017) 
and again this is a serious concern. Social workers must be acutely aware of the managerial discourses that are 
reshaping their discipline and now incorporate applications of enterprise sector methods such as strategic planning, 
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market research, and consumer demand as part of the social entrepreneurship curriculum. “Social 
entrepreneurship is predicated to address the trending youth unemployment concerns due to the unhappiness and 
relative insufficiency of the governmental and private sectors to address social challenges” (Stanlie et al., 2023: 
470). “In social entrepreneurship, a social goal and an enterprise strategy are combined, and the latter is missing 
in some social work curricula. To accomplish the purpose of resolving societal challenges, the entrepreneur gathers 
resources and earns money from these endeavours” (Shahverdi et al., 2018: 342). Therefore, social 
entrepreneurship is considered an alternative method of solving unemployment among social work graduates. 
Social entrepreneurship has two key characteristics: engaging in business commercialisation activities to make 
money while also pursuing social welfarist objectives (Dees, 2001). A study conducted by Malgas (2022) on social 
entrepreneurship found that in the setting of formal employment shortages, social entrepreneurship provides a 
feasible avenue for revenue generation. The study further confirmed that every employment generated by social 
entrepreneurship benefits people on several levels, including individuals, households, and the local economy. In 
terms of social capital formation, the advantages outweigh the financial contribution of income since more jobs 
mean better prospects for education, stable communities, and improvement in people's quality of life, in addition 
to boosting self-worth, dignity, confidence, and self-sufficiency. 

The problem of unemployment among social work graduates could be attributed to their failure to identify and 
pursue possibilities (Agbenyegah, 2022). Moreover, higher education institutions provide career guidance on the 
assumption that all graduates have control over their career paths and equal access to the labour market, yet this 
is not the reality on the ground (Baldry, 2016). Therefore, the introduction of social entrepreneurship with specific 
focus on enhancing enterprise skills and knowledge could culminate in a tailored and community-driven response, 
build community capabilities, and generate social capital among the youth. The introduction of social 
entrepreneurship linked enterprise management into the field of social work could further promote social justice 
and advocacy, identify and challenge systemic barriers. In addition, it will endorse equitable access to resources, 
opportunities, and social rights. It will further advocate for policy reforms to address social injustices within the 
communities. Moreover, engaging in social entrepreneurship entails exposing social work graduates to innovative 
and creative concepts that serve as significant stimulants to the entrepreneurial attitude of the youth (Agbenyegah, 
2022). “Graduate employability has become a highly topical and contested theme as employers think that 
graduates are not suitably prepared for the labour market” (Tran, 2015: 6). Therefore, social entrepreneurship in 
South Africa as a developing country is ideal for the younger generation (Urban, 2008). Unemployed social work 
graduates need to be exposed to the enterprise sector during their fieldwork practice to acquire relevant 
economics, enterprise skills and knowledge. In this case, a variety of work-integrated learning, short courses and 
workshops must be offered to instil the knowledge, talents, and skills necessary to launch and successfully operate 
a social enterprise.  

Both societal issues and the field of social work are changing. Therefore, the researchers call for lifelong learning 
as well as the acquisition of new values and competencies to keep abreast with changes in the sector. An important 
aspect required for the future of the profession is rebranding. This can be done by altering how services are 
rendered to generate professional and monetary growth. However, this alteration must take place without 
sacrificing the profession’s ultimate goals of serving and empowering vulnerable populations (Godwin et al., 2022). 
To immerse in this process, Boles (2021) asserts that social work should be defined in ways that make sense to 
the business community so that it is inclusive of social entrepreneurship principles. Considering the future of social 
work, this rebranding can occur at education and practice levels. In terms of education, institutions of higher 
learning, specifically schools of social work, must incorporate social entrepreneurship into the curriculum (Germak 
and Singh, 2009). In this recalibrated curriculum, social work educators should engage in curriculum design and 
development of modules that include business management, economics and accounting as components of the 
new qualification. The aim is to have graduates who are capacitated with business management skills, financial 
education and labour market opportunities. The researchers also advocate for re-evaluation of the matric 
requirements for prospective social work students. In this context, one of the business subjects should be added 
as a prerequisite for enrolment in the programme.  

European Union (2017) reported on the need for capacitating social work students with business enterprise kills.  
As the “how part” can be discussed through various platforms such as symposia, conferences and different 
platforms where professional bodies such as the SACSSP, Association of South African Social Work Education 
Institutions [ASASWEI] and International Federation of Social Work [IFSW] meet. The different government sectors 
and NGOs should also be engaged in this process. This collaboration would ensure that the institutions of higher 
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learning offer relevant, contextual and responsive content to the needs identified in practice. Godwin et al. (2022) 
support that to reimagine the future of social work with social entrepreneurship, there is a need for social work 
educators to reshape the curriculum that capacitates students with the professional values and commercial 
acumen necessary to maintain these social entrepreneurs. To social workers in the field, the authors advocate for 
short courses or post-graduate certificates that focus specifically on enhancing social work skills in managing 
welfare organisations. In practice, Godwil et al. (2022) support that social workers should reclaim a discourse of 
embracing entrepreneurial endeavours into their service delivery. This process should consider the three levels of 
analysis pertinent to social entrepreneurship, namely, the micro, mezzo, and macro. The individual's characteristics 
and leadership are the focus of the micro level. The macro level is concerned with social and economic growth, 
whereas the mezzo level is concerned with fostering creativity (Cukier et al., 2011). Consequently, ongoing 
research on social entrepreneurship should be prioritised.   

Conclusion and Recommendations 
This article explored the unemployment of social work graduates and re-imagined the future of social 
entrepreneurial social work in South Africa. It emerged that social entrepreneurship is practised at the macro level, 
yet there is a lack of economics, enterprise skills and knowledge incorporated into curriculum and practice. This 
gap in the integration of these crucial aspects not only inhibits the potential for growth and sustainability but also 
curtails the achievement of desired outcomes, especially in the employment of social work graduates. Such 
strategies would not only improve the impact and effectiveness of social entrepreneurship but also foster innovation 
and the development of sustainable solutions to societal challenges in the future. Social work education and 
training cannot remain static; it must be responsive to the influence of history on contemporary life; address current 
life issues as social workers engage people in problem-solving and societal change initiatives; and work towards 
greater socio-economic equality. Therefore, the inclusion of enterprise skills, economics and business 
management in the curriculum (theory and work-integrated learning) could tailor graduates' efforts or expertise 
according to different communities and markets. Together with the SACSSP and ASASWEI should include 
business management, economics or entrepreneurship modules as co-requisites in the social work curriculum.  

In re-imagining the future, fostering social entrepreneurship education, universities have the potential to serve as 
catalysts for change and develop a talent pool that can be leveraged to solve social problems. By offering courses 
in social innovation, design thinking, and sustainable business practices, universities can create a generation of 
graduates equipped to tackle complex social issues and create positive change in their communities. By doing so, 
they can play a significant role in addressing social problems and contributing to the development of a more 
sustainable and equitable society in the future. The literature review established that most graduates are not aware 
of social entrepreneurship and how it could benefit them, thus there is a need to understand the enterprise skills 
and knowledge and integrate these within the social work practice. Politicians, social workers and policy advocates 
can help social enterprises get the financing, benefits, and privileges they require to survive, thus promoting 
advocacy and social justice. The authors emphasise the need for more chances for social workers to interact with 
unemployed social work graduates on how social entrepreneurship could be marshalled as an opportunity for 
employment. The establishment of favourable regulations is also necessary to improve students' employability, 
particularly in social entrepreneurship.   

Although the concept of social entrepreneurship has not gained much traction in the field of social work, it is 
mushrooming in NPOs and private practice. Some social workers already incorporate entrepreneurial and social 
entrepreneurship activities into their community work, despite receiving little formal training. The majority take 
advantage of self-motivated learning opportunities related to their entrepreneurial characteristics, thus highlighting 
the importance of including enterprise skills and knowledge in the curriculum.  Strong business management skills 
are vital for leading non-profit organizations to ensure social programs are not at risk due to revenue shortages. 
To sum up, social work is at a critical period of development and must adapt to the needs of individuals it serves 
as social and economic conditions change. The current socio-economic status in South Africa demands that social 
workers should have knowledge of social enterprises to produce novel, original, and sustainable solutions to the 
problem of youth unemployment. In re-imagining the future of social work, this article argues that social 
entrepreneurship is a viable and sustainable solution to the social work graduates’ unemployment crisis in South 
Africa. In conclusion, a compelling case for the adoption of a social entrepreneurship model for social work in South 
Africa has been presented. In re-imagining the future of social work, the proposed approach not only addresses 
unemployment but also promotes social innovation, economic growth, and sustainable development. Furthermore, 
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it offers a blueprint for the future of social work in South Africa and beyond, lending credence to the notion that 
social entrepreneurship is crucial in the modern technology-savvy world. 
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