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Figure 8: Institutions where graduates studied.

 

0.0%

10.0%

20.0%

30.0%

40.0%

50.0%

60.0%
55.6%

11.1% 13.9%

2.8% 5.6% 2.8% 2.8% 2.8%

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

There are a number of challenges experienced by graduates when seeking employ-

ment and most of the time experience is often regarded as a major challenge. Some 

of the challenges that were encountered by students included lack of connection and 

knowing the right people in the industry and the fact that the film industry does not 

advertise positions but will use word of mouth to attract employees. Lack of experi-

ence often come as a major challenge and the survey confirmed it as a challenge 

with 55.6% of graduates experiencing it, while some recorded finance as a challenge.
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Figure 9: Challenges experienced by graduates.
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FINANCIAL
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INFORMATION
EXPERIENCE

RELEVANCE OF THE 
DEGREE

YES 50.0% 30.6% 55.6% 33.3%

NO 50.0% 69.4% 44.4% 66.7%

Notes: Yes= means those who have experienced challenges and NO means those who have not experienced challenges.

Many graduates lack soft skills and are not ready for the workplace when they start 

their careers in the labour market. According to the respondents financial manage-

ment (61.1%) is essential for them to be able to find employment, however this is one 

of the critical skill that graduates were not taught at film schools. While other skills 

such as communication, time management and presentation skills were listed by a 

fewer graduates as being essential and not taught at film schools.
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Figure 10: Critical skills not taught in film schools.
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Yes 30.6% 16.7% 22.2% 16.7% 61.1%
No 69.4% 83.3% 77.8% 83.3% 38.9%  

Notes: Yes, means the respondent view it as a critical skill; No, means the respondent does not view it as a critical skill

The study surveyed graduates in the film and television industry, however students 

majored in different areas of film and television production and a majority of them 

were in the field of motion picture medium production. While animation is growing in 

the SA film industry, they were only 2.8% of respondents who have graduated in the 

area and that could pose a challenge of skills shortage in the future with the sector.
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Figure 11: Field of study
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From the analysis above it is clear that amid all the challenges that graduates face 

they are able to overcome them and find jobs. The fact that 69.2.% of the NFVF 

funded were able to find jobs shows that the sector is viable and able to absorb its 

graduates. The survey further reveals that institutions of higher learning are also 

playing a role in ensuring that the graduates get employed in the industry and they 

are not lost to other sectors of the economy.

7.2 Introduction

   Part of data collection method used qualitative analysis through focus group 

interviews with NFVF bursary beneficiaries which was conducted during July 

and August 2013 in Johannesburg and Cape Town. Five themes were identified 

through the focus group interviews. The five themes comprised of Opportuni-

ties, Exploitation, Discrimination, Film Education in South Africa and NFVF 

Role.

Graduate Absorption study.indd   24-25 2014/02/20   02:51:50 PM



26 27

Graduate Absorption Study Graduate Absorption Study

	 7.2.1		 Opportunities

						�     Opportunity was the theme that was identified with three sub-themes 

which were Experience, Connections and TV vs. Film. 

(i)	 	� Experience 
					�	�      South Africa has a wealth of TV production and post-production 

talent available which the industry can take advantage of to 

build and create a sustainable film industry but young filmmak-

ers do not share the same sentiment. Most graduates new to 

filmmaking have found it hard to break-through the film industry. 

One of the reasons common to all was lack of experience. Be-

low are the quotes from the participants:

You know they always say we are looking for experience and if they do not give you 
the experience how are you going to get the experience you know... I think my chal-
lenge is not having experience...  (Thabo)

...and also with experience it is very hard because they will normally say like do you 
have three years of experience and then if you do not have that it is like an issue....
(Lindi)
		�  As a result of this there are a number of unemployed graduates 

who are inexperienced and unable to penetrate the workforce 

in the South African film industry as it requires experience that 

they do not possess. Thus a lack of work experience is another 

significant drawback (CityPress, 2013).

(ii)		 Connections
					�     Graduates put across that networking and connections opens 

up opportunities which they viewed as a disadvantage as it dis-

regarded their skills and qualifications. For graduates who were 

not exposed to the film industry while studying; they found it 

difficult to break through into the labour market of which being 

connected provides better chances of employability.

I am going to apply for a job now, there is someone out there who knows someone 
else and he gets in just like that off the side you know, and you cannot help things 
like that though because like you cannot tell people who they can hire and who they 
cannot...(Clint)

A lot of the times our lecturers and you know people who have graduated before us 
always tell us it is not what you know it is who you know sometimes and especially 
for writers and directors even, it is a lot more difficult to get in there, I found the tech-
nical people, the visual effects artists....(Thando)

I think it is about who you know and how well you socialise and there is this one ani-
mator who was telling me that to get his job in his last year at Varsity he would just 
go and chill out at the animation studio in the kitchen and he would just drink their 
coffee all the time and he is like by the time he finished they like why you always 
here so we might as well hire you so......(Kim)

					�     Part-time work while still studying also creates better chances of 
finding a job for students upon graduation because they already 
have made connections and gained the experience required.

I think it is easier because I have built a relationship with ... now so, they can still like 
call me to do freelance work now and then because they know me from first year 
and you know I have built that relationship so I think it is better if you just start off as 
early as possible building relationships with people and companies....(Khulekani)
			�  
		�  Although graduates have expressed concern regarding con-

nections as being detrimental to their career their exposure is 
limited and differs according to background. However the nature 
of the business as articulated above requires some of connec-
tivity in order to prosper in this field of work. 

(iii)	 TV vs. Film

		�  Ideally graduates prefer working on Film sets; however they find 

that this business is hard to penetrate and there are much more 

opportunities for them in the TV industry;

I think I have more of a future in television than I have in film... I find there are more 

opportunities in television and in television you able to get a, like an entry level posi-

tion easier than on a film set....(Lindi)

The thing is now it is like I have ran to Television production because I have noticed 

that getting jobs in film is hard so, it is like TV took over.....(Thabo)

Graduate Absorption study.indd   26-27 2014/02/20   02:51:50 PM



28 29

Graduate Absorption Study Graduate Absorption Study

						      �Experience and connections create opportunities for graduates 

to find employment. Another tool that students use to create op-

portunities for themselves upon graduating is part-time work as 

well as networking. Graduates also found that TV has more op-

portunities for them than film.

	 7.2.2		 Exploitation
	
					�     Young South African filmmakers are faced with the challenge of ex-

ploitation in trying to make it into the film industry. Most graduates 

expressed their concerns with exploitation on their first time jobs or 

internships. The role of film schools and labour regulations are the 

sub-themes that informed exploitation.

(i)	 	 The Role of Film schools
					�     Graduates expressed concern that film schools prepared them 

for exploitation upon qualification i.e. they are told to expect to 

work for free upon graduation and companies use this to exploit 

them, the quotes below expresses this:

....where people are told at film school you are not going to be a creative provider 
because we have been told that, we are going to be a service provider and if we 
are going to keep being service providers we are nothing more than slaves, we are 
never going to shoot our own stuff, we are never going to have Michael Bayes or 
Darrel Roots or proper filmmakers, we are just going to be the people who is work-
ing for someone else, I would like to see that change....(Clint)

it is also this sort of mentality in my school that cannot win, like the three years that 
I have been there they kind of raised us in a way to expect to be the coffee boy at 
the end and there is also like, I think like for the NFVF because my school has a big 
connection with NFVF, AFDA and the NFVF and I think if they wanted to improve us, 
especially the schools and not just the NFVF students, I think the NFVF could actu-
ally come in and help the schools understand that this is not the way that we should 
raise these youngsters or teach them.....(Tumi)

(ii)	 Labour Regulation
					�     The participants of this study highlighted a lack of labour regu-

lation in the South African film industry(treated on set and the 

expectation from their employer), unpaid work and lack of op-

portunity to work in their field of speciality as a challenge.

And then they give you long hours like 24 hour shift for like two days straight and 
then you get one day off and then they just call you in on your day off, come in today 
we need to sort this out and then you come in and then you not getting paid but you 
need to earn it so now they trying to milk it off you so then in a way I feel like there 
are certain things that can be helped starting from the school level where they can 
stop that sort of training you to be a slave when you leave and then trying to earn it 
with the older people.....(Micheal)

And also I feel like there should be more labour regulated because sometimes the 
stuff that you just go through an interview are like really unnecessary because I went 
to this interview from ...they told me that I do not have a choice....(Natalie)

....I have been through it, I have been exploited a lot, made the coffee, carried wa-
ter, never had work for months, I know what he is talking about but at the same time 
I do think the NFVF has the power to actually create better opportunity and not just 
talk politics about it.....(Paul)

...basically what I noticed about the basis of it all, you do not lead, you don’t get to 
be hands on with anything really in terms of learning you just basically sit around 
cleaning camera lenses.....(Lebo)
				  

					�     Although the majority of the participants in this study expresses 

exploitation as a major problem in the South African film indus-

try, there were a few participants who found mentors and sup-

port in their careers as illustrated below;

I do think that there is a few people like from my experience when you working on 
sets that will not abuse you but take advantage of you, they know you trying to make 
an impression and they say okay go and make me five cups of coffee and they do 
not drink a single one so you do get those kind of people but most of the time the 
people that you do encounter are generally very helpful and very supportive and 
you know strong leaders I think.....(Eugene)

But I mean there are really great people who are willing to help us and you know like 

he says there are really evil people in the industry who will take advantage of you 

Graduate Absorption study.indd   28-29 2014/02/20   02:51:51 PM



30 31

Graduate Absorption Study Graduate Absorption Study

and burn you down and then there are others who will like treat you like you know 

they will guide you, they will be like your Angel and ja it is like there is also like what 

I kind of feel like with my studies now.....(Musa)

					�     Some participants of this study were ambivalent about exploita-

tion as they eventually proved themselves and renegotiate the 

terms of their employment.

Ja, I have been exploited a couple of times the thing is you have to give in in order 

to get the work you know, because when I started with them they offered me like a 

certain amount that I was not worth, then I just decided to accept it. I do not have 

that much experience but I know I am good at what I do So, eventually I was able 

to tell them what I am worth and they saw what I could do so they eventually re-

negotiated on the salary, so you start off by being humble.....(Zuko)

				�    Exploitation remains a challenge for young filmmakers in South Africa 

and requires intervention from higher structures of governance to en-

sure that working conditions are ideal for everyone.

	 7.2.3		 Discrimination

					�     Because of the nature of the business and the history of the country, 

the film industry is still white and male dominated, graduates who did 

not fit this profile believed that they were discriminated against on the 

basis of race and gender. Other graduates felt discriminated against 

on the basis of their education, experience and age. Below are the 

quotes that explain their experience on discrimination:

when you have a degree it is like you are a threat to companies for the people who 

came there without qualifications.....(Musa)

I am a black female but I would think they would hire me with confidence and I do 

not think people hire me for higher positions or something credible you know it is 

always okay let us have her in the crew but we know so and so will do the job that 

we would not want them to do, you know what I mean, it is like you are in the crew 

but you are a lesser person......(Cindi)

... they told me that that I do not have a choice but I have got to like accept whatever 

they offer me because I am black and black people are not easily absorbed in the 

film industry....(Thabo)

...what I have discovered is like a new kind of discrimination of ages, where people 

are looking at my age and looking at my experience and they think I am little bit too 

experienced. I applied for a job and went for an interview... when he discovered 

that I have got this list of experience...he said to me look I think you are a little too 

experienced for the job, try me next time or try someone else.....(Micheal)

				�    Discrimination is still a serious issue in the labour market and needs 

to be addressed in order to help the upcoming youth not to face the 

same obstacles that generation before them experienced due to dis-

criminatory policies.

	 7.2.4		 Film Education in South Africa

					�     Film education is affected by a number of factors which contribute to 

graduate employment or unemployment. The Practicality vs. Theory 

emphasis of curriculum  and  the relevance of degree to market are 

the sub-themes that were identified as factors that affect film educa-

tion in SA.

(i)	 	 Practicality vs. Theory

					�     In relation to film education in South Africa, most graduates 

raised the issue of theory versus practice. They were of opinion 

that institution of higher learning who  train in film should make 

practicals a priority, as the majority of the respondents training 

is more theoretical. Participants of this study believed that they 

would benefit more from training and be better prepared for the 

market if training occurred on film-sets. 

�A lot of the experience comes from actually getting out there and working on sets, 

and working in post production because it is very different environment from tertiary 

institution to a working environment....(Tshepo)
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If you want to be a filmmaker, the only place you will learn to be a filmmaker is on 

set, that why if there is great mentorship programmes there is big difference......

(Thabo)

...I mean all my favourite directors, international directors almost none of them went 
to school, they all worked under their favourite directors and they learnt being on 
set. I mean I have been in the industry for what, like 4 years now, and have learnt 
more in the industry, I use more of what I have learnt in the industry than I ever could 
when I was in film school.....(Lebo)

				�    Even though graduates recommended that practice is more important 

than theory, they still felt that theoretical background provides them 

with the necessary skills in understanding and conceptualizing film.

You know for me I think Universities or film schools they are necessary in terms of 
consensual backing that is why you are able to critique the films and hopefully do a 
better picture and you know film making it is like a talent if you do not work with it you 
can have all the consensual abilities and all but you need to practice it......(Cindi)

I would say it is worthwhile if you’ve got a qualification, you are broad minded, you 
can do your own project, which is the nice thing about it......(Siya)

I believe that my school played an extremely important role in preparing me for the 
industry, I think so because what they do is that they force you to go out there and 

get a mentor in the industry and then that mentor will obviously mentor you whenev-

er, whether it is film department or television department, that is how I survived......

(Patrick)

				�    Another challenge facing film schools is the ever changing technol-

ogy.  Technological advancement is moving at a fast pace, such that 

by the time students complete their studies, the industry is already us-

ing the new technology and companies find it hard to entrust a young 

graduate to do the job. 

Ja and also like maybe have more equipment in university to explore with because 

you find that the stuff that you use in university are not even used in film industry...it 

is outdated the school equipment. If they had bigger like more equipment, then we 

would have more chances of like actually getting in there......(Thando)

				�    Given that the nature of the film industry is technically driven it re-

quires more training on the job, as a result more emphasis should be 

placed on practical training.

(ii)		 Relevance of Degree to Market

						�      Employers do not only require qualification, but they also inter-

rogate the extent to which the qualification prepared the graduate 

for the work environment. Hence relevance of degree to the mar-

ket is crucial as it also assesses education. The following quotes 

are evidence of relevance of the degree to the market.

Because what I learnt in film school does not apply in that sense. The industry is a 

beast, it is a different ball game, you know what I mean, you do  not play the game 

and you do not work it out very quickly, then you going to be left behind, and film 

school does not prepare you for that, and film school does not tell you.....(Sipho)

I do not know because I have been applying, then they should tell us what is relevant 

or not relevant because no one is really telling us anything about whether it is about 

its relevancy. Is it relevant or is it not relevant.....(Lebo)	

						�      There are skills that graduates deemed as critical to learn in order 

for them to make a success of their careers in the film industry, 

there were also other skills that they gained through film school 
which found relevant in other fields

I am not focusing on one specific thing in case it does not work out then I know I have 
backup plan so I interned at a magazine and I was not shooting videos but the writ-
ing skills that I learnt from my film course I could use in the magazine because I had 
started off by being a writer.....(Sonke)

So even with filmmaking, I am also interested in that which schools do not give us, you 
know the sort of business aspect of it, and it is like they do not understand the context 
of the South African film......(Tee)

I think maybe most of the problem especially that film student have is that we do not 
have much of the business sense in our film studies and thing like that, because if we 

Graduate Absorption study.indd   32-33 2014/02/20   02:51:51 PM



34 35

Graduate Absorption Study Graduate Absorption Study

cannot get employment we do not look at the other ways where we can be able to find 
the gap and grow the industry....(Thandi)

					�     Education plays an important role in preparing students for the work-
force; however films schools need to align their educational resources 
and methods with the ever changing needs of the film industry.

	 7.2.5		 NFVF Role

				�    The NFVF is an agency of department of arts and culture responsible 
for creating a viable and sustainable South African film industry. In order 
to achieve this objective, the NFVF disburses bursary funds to students 
with a sound academic record and financial need. The NFVF also of-
fers opportunities for graduates to network through international film 
markets. Graduates expressed gratitude to the NFVF for opening up 
opportunities.

On the record if the NFVF did not give me the bursary, I would not have made it all, I 
probably would have unemployed, I probably would have been a blue collar worker 
and I would have fit in the average stereotype of young men from Cape Town going 
nowhere in life......(Clint)

Because look I appreciate the NFVF for what it has done for me, I mean just recent-
ly, you guys took me to Cannes as one of the best performing students and when I 
was at Cannes, I made a lot of contacts, and a lot of networking......Pinky)

Thanks to the NFVF that I actually started studying film in the first place because 

they are the only ones who bothered to give me any sort of funding.....(Angela)

				�    Although graduates appreciate the support they received from the 

NFVF they believe that the NFVF should also focus on creating pro-

grammes for bursary holders upon completing their studies.

So I am crying on behalf of mentoring, meaning you mentor the people you spon-

sored but, it is like you are throwing us into the deep end, it is like you are saying we 

did our part, we do not care....(Wandi)

I mean if someone can pay R66 000 a year for me to study and then someone else 

is going to use your money as a tool to serve water and serve coffee you know, and 

in a way you should not let that happen to someone who you have spent so much 
money on.....(Siya)

				�    Some graduates believed that the NFVF was doing enough and that 

they should not rely on the NFVF to provide funding for them.

No offence to any of you, but I just think you guys rely on the NFVF far too much, 
where I think like we have to find alternative ways of raising funds....(Lebo).

The NFVF should invest in creating sustainable programmes such as Internships 
opportunities for their bursary holders because graduates feel like after NFVF has 
paid thousands of money to educate them, they just drop them off......(Patrick)

				�    Some also recommended labour be regulated so that there are sort of 

guidelines for film specifically, because as it stands graduates are not 

aware of how much they should earn on their internship or first job, what 

they are suppose to do if they get injured on set and things like that.

				�    The results from the qualitative analysis have shown that there is still 

a number of graduates with skills and capabilities who are forced to 

enter second choice careers or end up staying at home doing noth-

ing because of limited opportunities available within the film industry. 

Graduates felt that opportunities in the South African film industry are 

not enough for them to explore as it is a difficult industry to penetrate. 

Factors that have been identified as major drawback in terms of get-

ting employment are: experience, discrimination, exploitation  and 

network and/or connections.

8.	 Conclusion

Graduate absorption is a topic of concern for the South African Labour market with 

younger people struggling to find employment.  The situation has led to an expan-

sion in the labour force amid fewer jobs being created in the SA economy and more 

graduates fail to find jobs. Studies have identified some reasons as to why some of 

the graduates fail to find employment and among the following were issues raised as 

reasons beyond employment.

•	 Types of qualification and fields of study

•	 Quality of education
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•	 Continued discrimination 

•	 Lack of soft skills, work experience and workplace readiness

The NFVF bursary scheme helps in giving skills and education to disadvantaged 

individuals who would not have been given an opportunity to further their studies 

and increase the chance of being employed. While the NFVF itself does not offer 

opportunities it does however empower them to take advantage of job opportunities 

that arises from the industry. 

The SA film sector is not exclusive to the problems highlighted above, the study 

confirmed the prevalence of the same issues in the industry. The study observed 

that amid the high unemployment rate, graduate in the film industry are able to find 

employment in the sector they have studied towards. With an 83% of the surveyed 

graduates being able to find jobs in the sector it is apparent that the industry does not 

loose its skilled labour force to other industries as it can happen that graduates get 

frustrated and look for jobs in other sectors and therefore leading to a loss of skill in 

the particular sector.

Another important observation from the study is the fact that those who found em-

ployment start at junior position, which gives them an opportunity to learn and de-

velop their skills as professional filmmakers and map out a career path for them.

Further to be noted from the study is the challenges encountered by the graduates 

which require an intervention from the NFVF. Challenges such as lack of experience 

and discrimination based on race are some of the challenges that were noted by the 

respondents and they can only be addressed through interventions from the NFVF.

Transformation continues to be a challenge for the film industry as the study notes 

that there  has been some form of discrimination and encountered by the graduates 

with some of them being exploited and experiencing some unfair labour practices.

While animation is growing in the local industry it is a concern that the industry is 

producing few animators with most preferring to study producing and directing. More 

students should be encouraged to study animation.

9.	 Recommendations

•	 �The NFVF should coordinate sessions with film practitioners for NFVF bursary 

holders in order to expose their work;

•	 �Increase partnerships with production companies similar to the current one with 

Quizzical Pictures;

•	 �NFVF should partner with film schools to educate students about basic conditions 

of employment;

•	 �Training should be more practically focused than theoretical so that students are 

able to keep up with technological advancement in the in film industry e.g. training 

in medical schools;

•	 The NFVF should continue giving out bursaries;
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