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Deepening our learning and improving our service 
using a Strategic Conversation Matrix Process
The National Planning Commission placed 
inequality, poverty and unemployment as the 
three priority social issues South Africa has to solve 
now if it wants to be regarded as a modern winning 
nation. At DreamWorker we have been tackling 
unemployment for the past fi ve years. Over that 
period we have achieved great success but have 
also encountered many obstacles along the road 
to helping the unemployed populace back into 
economic empowerment.

DreamWorker registers, empowers, inspires and 
work readies unemployed people by creating a 
best practice profi le of each individual and then 
links them to appropriate work opportunities. 
The work could range from full-time, part-time or 
contract work which is tracked and documented 
on an electronic database. Even though the model 
has taken on the volumes associated with the 
masses of unemployed, it has at the same time 
never strayed from the focus of human connection. 
Our philosophy has been to create a process of 
quality human engagement supported by quality 
information that we feed into the employer market. 
Matching appropriate quality unemployed people 
(job demand) with work opportunities (job supply) 
and satisfying both parties is a daily challenging 
dance.

Towards the end of 2011 we set ourselves the task 
of deepening our learning about the challenges, 
issues and uncertainties of both the work demand 
and work supply sides, and to see if we could 
identify areas that would help us improve our 

service to both parties. We also wanted to identify 
gaps in the broader strategic landscape of the 
facilitation process and whether these were within 
our control and therefore actionable.  To support 
our learning conversation we used the Strategic 
Conversation Matrix below. This process requires 
the user to think logically through a four step 
process and to test the understanding at a macro 
level of what the core issues are surrounding the 
processes. These four areas are summarised as 
follows:

1. What is certain to this environment but you can’t 
control? These are the rules of the game.

2. What is uncertain and you can’t control? These 
are uncertain scenarios.

3. What can you control but is uncertain? These are 
your options and possibilities.

4. What can you control and is certain? These can 
lead to potential decisions and actions.

THE STRATEGIC CONVERSATION MATRIX

CAN CONTROL / UNCERTAIN CAN CONTROL / CERTAIN

 3. Options / Possibilities 4. Decisions / Action

UNCERTAIN / CAN’T CONTROL CERTAIN / CAN’T CONTROL

2. Uncertainties / Scenarios 1. Rules of the game

There are two core areas of focus in our employment 
facilitation process. The fi rst is the engagement 
with the work seeker and the registration process 
that has to be conducted for them to be placed on 
the database for work opportunities. The second 
is to engage with the employer and link the 
appropriate candidates with the jobs off ered.  
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About Work Seekers

The characteristics of work seekers seeking help 
from DreamWorker
We have been seeing certain trends/characteristics 
among the work seekers approaching us for 
assistance.  In fact, we have seen it so often that 
we have come to expect it as a certainty and since 
this is the fi rst contact point with our programme, 
these variables are not within our control.  We have 
seen that work seekers enter the market poorly 
educated and lacking business level literacy and 
numeracy standards.  They have little qualifi cations 
(if any) and often no or very little work experience, 
resultantly lacking reference letters from previous 
employers.  They also don’t seem to have the basic 
work readiness- and/or life skills that would allow 
them to function well in employment.  Although 
they are confi dent in their fi rst language, they lack 
confi dence in English, especially at the interview 
process.  In addition to their general lack of skills 
and education necessary for employment, they are 
further disadvantaged by the fact that they lack 
fi nance which reduces their mobility and makes it 
diffi  cult to contact them.  Finally, we have noticed 
that they often have low morale and self-esteem 
which is perpetuated by repeated failure to secure 
employment and the resultant inability to provide 
for their needs and those of their families.  

Scenarios that we are often confronted with
In the process of dealing with work seekers we are 

often confronted with a number of scenarios that 
are beyond our control, but require us to respond 
in a creative way.  

The number of work seekers that we deal with 
at any given time is variable and since our ability 
to assist them is directly linked to the supply of 
work opportunities at that same time, these two 
uncertainties can greatly impact the number 
of successful employment connections that we 
make. This sometimes creates a diffi  cult situation 
because work seekers often have an expectation 
that DreamWorker will be able to get them work 
quickly.  It is also not always certain that the work 
seekers that we have on record will be able to fulfi l 
the requirements of the available employment 
opportunity in terms of education, skill level 
and experience.  The supply of employment 
opportunities is aff ected by the employer 
willingness and need to employ.  These can in 
turn be aff ected by a variety of scenarios outside 
our control, such as labour law changes and other 
perceptions and experiences reducing the desire 
to reemploy.   

Even when we manage to match a work seeker with 
a potential employment opportunity, we are often 
confronted with scenarios that undo this work.  For 
example, when contacted for opportunities some 
work seekers decline interviews due to preference, 
travel costs and even laziness.  There are also 
an uncomfortably high number of candidates 

that are “no-shows” at interviews 
creating potential distrust with the 
employer and impeding our ability 
to place future work seekers at the 
organisation. We also see that some 
work seekers are confi dent before 
the interview but tend to lose their 
confi dence when confronted by the 
employer.  Once the employment 
connection is made we are sometimes 
confronted by situations of abusive 
and or exploitative labour practices 
by employers.

Our options and possible strategies
In order to deal with some of 
the scenarios and work seeker 
characteristics described above we 
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have come up with a number of strategies. The 
implementation of these strategies is obviously 
within our control, but their outcome is uncertain. 
We are in control of the matching process, but the 
outcome in terms of the work seeker-employer 
relationship is beyond our control.  For example, if 
the employer is impressed with the worker, it might 
lead to future opportunities, but not necessarily.  
Other things that we try, that are sometimes 
successful and other times not are:

We try to direct work seekers who fail to gain 
jobs into self-employment opportunities; 
We work with educational institutions to 
improve the school leaver’s literacy and 
numeracy levels; 
We do our best to lobby for better labour 
policies that encourage work/job creation;
We advise employers on minimum pay rates for 
entry level jobs;

 To ensure that we can be effi  ciently reactive 
when we become aware of opportunities, we 
advise work seekers to keep us updated with 
personal detail changes, but over 70% do not 
follow through on this.

What we know for certain
As you can see there are many variables that we 
deal with on a daily basis, but there are also a 
few things that we know for certain and we have 
therefore shaped our activities to them. We know 
that chances for a successful connection between 
an employer and work seeker will be much higher 
if:

The work seeker is prepared for the interview 
and the job.  We therefore do just that, we 
prepare, educate and mentor candidates for the 
interview process.  We also give them guidance 
on what would be the general expectations of 
the employee in terms of their work ethic and 
behaviour. 
We ensure that there is a good match between 
the work seeker and the employee.  This means 
our records need to be accurate and up to date.  
We never make a connection just because there 
is an opportunity and someone on our records 
available, we make sure that we believe the 
person that we recommend will be able to do 
what is required of the specifi c job (at least on 
paper).     
If we control the facilitation process between 
employee and employer.  This cuts out a 
number of complications and frustrations that 
might develop and ensures that we can both 
protect the interest of the work seeker as well 
as our relationship with the employer. 

Finding a job is a process - often not a quick one. 
We know that work seekers will be less demoralised 
and more likely to stay positive if they have realistic 
expectations, keep working at it and believe they 
have alternatives.  Towards this end we:

Advise and guide them as to the potential 
pitfalls of the job search process.
Continue to off er CV support, internet access 
and a library of information to enhance their 
employability. We also tend to track, advise and 
mentor them to enhance career progress.
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We off er our self-employment programme as 
an alternative option to job placement.

About Employers

Trends with regards to employers and 
employment
In our experience we have been seeing the 
following trends with regards to employers and 
employment and these trends make-up the 
environment/context within which we operate.  
We can study and react to it, but it is beyond the 
scope of our intervention to change it.  

Firstly, a well-known fact, there is an oversupply 
of labour for too few jobs.  This situation puts 
most of the negotiating power into the hands of 
the employer.  Because there is an over-supply of 
workers, we’ve noticed that employers often seek 
higher qualifi ed people for lower qualifi ed jobs. 
In our experience the employer market is over-
emphasising Matric as a minimum qualifi cation 
at the exclusion of other suitable non-Matric 
candidates.  Of course employers dictate the work 
opportunity specifi cations and parameters and 
at the moment they are demanding a level of 
numeracy and literacy which the majority of the 
candidates that we work with don’t possess. At the 
same time employers are often off ering minimum 
wage or very low salary rates which sometimes 
makes it diffi  cult to match them to the level of 
employee that they are looking for in terms of 
skill and education. In addition, employers, who 
are confi dent in the over-availability of workers, 
often make requests with unrealistic deadlines, 
especially considering the fact that many of the 
work seekers are not easily contactable.  

Employers are also often discouraged to employ 
for various reasons.  Smaller business employers 
fi nd the labour laws and CCMA rulings often weigh 
against them which diminishes their confi dence 
to employ.  Employers employing people at the 
lower end of the spectrum experience a high 
turnover of staff , which is due mainly to lack 
of purpose, inspiration and low wages. With 
such low expectations of the labour market, we 
notice that employers expect a high number of 
‘no shows’ to interviews which creates a burden 
on DreamWorker to supply a larger number of 

candidates per job brief.

Scenarios that we are confronted with 
The quantity and quality of job briefs that we 
receive for job opportunities are always variable 
and impacts the number of work seekers that we 
can assist, a situation which is in turn dependent 
on macro variables such as the market and labour 
policies. Although we try our best to ensure a good 
match between the employer and work seekers 
we do encounter situations where the employer 
misrepresents the job brief leading to the mismatch 
from the organisation or the potential exploitation 
of the employee. There are also situations where 
the organisation doesn’t actually have the capacity 
to manage the level of employees that the 
employer requires.  Lastly, some employers lack 
professionalism and understanding of the search 
and matching process. 

Our options and possible strategies
We employ the following strategies to deal with 
some of the scenarios that we are confronted 
with, with variable (uncertain) success.  Firstly, as 
mentioned, we advise employers on minimum 
pay rates for entry level jobs and we encourage 
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them to look at other suitable candidates that do 
not initially meet their high criteria. Although we 
believe that we are recommending a quality worker, 
this does not always guarantee their performance 
at the interview (or on the job) or worse, that they 
will actually show-up for the interview.  We do the 
match based on what we know about the job and 
about the work seeker’s skills, unfortunately this 
does not guarantee that the work seeker will fi t 
well with the culture of the organisation or with 
the subjective/interpersonal preferences of the 
employer. 

What we know for certain
We know that there are certain things we can do 
to enhance the chances of a positive experience 
for the both the work seeker and employer which 
will in turn will strengthen our relationship with, 
and increase the chances of reemployment by 
the employer.  Towards this end we have found 
it very helpful to allow information to fl ow freely 
both ways and to help encourage and facilitate a 
balanced level of expectations and deliverables 
from both sides.  We educate the employer as to 
the DreamWorker search and matching process, 
advise them with regards to minimum pay rates 
and other labour related issues and we control 
the facilitation process between employee and 
employer with regards to interviews and follow up.   
We also ensure, as far as is this is in our control, that 
the employer receives a good service, i.e. that the 
employer receives the appropriate candidates to 
match the employer job briefs. 

What we’ve done to improve on what we 
know works and to take advantage of 
possibilities/opportunities 

As has been illustrated, there are many areas of 
the employment facilitation process outside our 
control, but ultimately our desire is to close the job 
matching gap between employee and employer 
and to increase the job request/placement ratio. 
We therefore made the following improvements to 
our off ering over 2013:

We signifi cantly improved our pre-registration 
process (which is our fi rst engagement with 
the work seeker) through education and 

mentoring with the intention to enhance the 
interview process. We also added greater value 
to the registration and interview process (the 
second engagement with the work seeker) by 
extracting more qualitative information and to 
help work seekers identify their life purpose, 
dreams and passions.  
We have increased (by 50%) the number of 
the work seekers going through our worker 
readiness programme which covers CV 
enhancement, interview technique, self-
marketing and workplace processes.
We have started to produce high quality 
one page profi les per work seeker using our 
electronic database as a result of the improved 
registration processes. The feedback from 
employers when receiving quality one page 
profi les, as opposed to poorly constructed CVs, 
has been overwhelmingly positive. 
We conducted work sessions with select 
employers to formulate more seamless job 
briefi ng and placement processes.  Resultantly 
the lead time from job enquiry by the work 
provider to job placement of the work seeker 
has improved by 25%.
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This learning brief tells of the 
hands-on experience of:
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The DG Murray Trust encourages its implementing partners to share their experiences 
and learning in the form of a Hands-on learning brief. Download guidelines on writing a 
Hands-on brief from http://www.dgmt.co.za/what-we-learned/.
For more information visit http://www.dgmt.co.za

Lastly we increased the number of post 
placement interviews with the employee and 
employer to gain insights as to the challenges 
faced by both parties.  

Looking ahead

Job placement volume, as measured in days 
of work, has increased from 2012 to 2013 from 
125 000 to 170 000 workdays, an improvement of 
36%.  We believe this is partly due to our strategies 
and high quality service which is continuously 
improved as a result of careful refl ective processes 
such as the one illustrated in this learning brief.  
Throughout the past fi ve years DreamWorker has 
never strayed from its founding philosophy of a 
balanced “head and heart” approach to benefi ciary 
engagement. Eff ective business processes and 
electronic database systems underpin the deep 
human connection we have with every benefi ciary, 
inspiring them to live a life of purpose, passion 
and contribution. To date we have engaged with 

over 12 000 benefi ciaries, facilitated over 550 000 
days of work with an estimated wage value of 
over R70 million. The DreamWorker dream of 
making a signifi cant contribution to reducing 
unemployment in South Africa is unfolding 
steadily.

2nd Floor
Cape Town Science Centre
370B Main Road
Observatory

 Tel:  +27 21 448 5828
Web: www.dreamworker.org.za


