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Minister’s Foreword

It is my pleasure to present the National Skills Development Strat-
egy Evaluation report.  The study was started in October 2016 and 
completed in September 2018. The purpose of the NSDS III is to 
ensure that through skills development, there is transformation in 
our country, reduction of poverty, inequality and unemployment.  
This report presents the most enduring expressions of value and 
return on investment. The main intention of this report is to share 
new knowledge with the larger community and to ensure that all key 
stakeholders and beneficiaries are informed about the performance 
and progress in the implementation of the NSDS III. 

The evaluation covered the relevance, efficiency, effectiveness and 
emerging impact of the NSDS III over the period 2011/12 to 2015/16. 
It makes findings and conclusions regarding the evaluation criteria 
and recommendations for consideration.

NSDS III gets its legal mandate from the Skills Development Act, 
the intention of which was to: develop the skills of the South African 
workforce, improve productivity, increase the prospect of citizens 
finding work and possibilities for self-employment; increase invest-

ment in education and training in the labour market and improve the return on that investment; encourage employers to 
provide opportunities for new entrants to the labour market and to use the workplace as a learning space; encourage 
workers to participate in learnership and other training programmes; improve the employment prospects of persons 
previously disadvantaged; and ensure the quality of education and training in and for the workplace.

Whilst the focus of the skills development strategy is the workplace, firms and the economy it is also linked to and is part 
of the broader post-school education and training system. However, it has a distinctive role in that whilst other PSET 
institutions have a broader mandate, skills development’s focus is exclusively the economy – as the vision sets out, the 
aim is to capacitate workers to contribute to, and benefit from, inclusive growth. 

During the period 2011 to 2016, just over 1 million learners were funded by the SETAs and 330 000 were funded by 
the NSF, on average around 270 000 a year. More could be done if more of the available funds were spent and better 
throughput achieved. Improved capacity has been created in the NSF since 2014. 

The NSF now has project planning and management capacity. In the public service structural and financial challenges 
were addressed with a proportion of the ring-fenced funding in government departments being transferred to SETAs. 
SETAs now play a role in driving skills development, particularly for new entrants, in their sector departments.

Much has been done to improve capacity for skills planning, skills development and training for the economy. There are 
examples of SETAs building their capacity to be proactive and move away from a passive grant giving role to playing a 
brokering or facilitating role. Funding has been provided for Worker Education, but this remains a weak area of work, 
where infrastructure is limited and funding a challenge. The voice of workers is weak within the skills system, including 
at a firm level in relation to skills.

Articulation has been a focus of attention during this period with a number of agreements being recorded to enable 
transfer of credits from lower to higher level qualifications. RPL has also been used to enable experienced workers to 
gain trade qualifications. There does not appear to be a significant impact on employment in small businesses. How-
ever, it is recognised that developing viable small enterprises is not an outcome of stand-alone skills development, 
programmes require a comprehensive set of enablers and needs to be undertaken in partnership with others. Neverthe-
less, interviews with employers, government officials and employer associations paint a picture of a skills system that is 
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bi-passing small business. 

In terms of the transformational imperatives, there is some evidence that more women than men are gaining employ-
ment after training, though this is tentative and needs further research and it is evident when looking at the unemploy-
ment rates by gender, that it remains lower for men than it does for women. There is also evidence that females are 
accessing higher skilled positions.

The skills system is making a contribution to impacting on the challenge of youth unemployment, but it is, and will re-
main, a relatively small area in comparison to the number of NEETs. From the perspective of an unemployed young 
person seeking entry into the labour market the programmes on offer, such as learnerships and skills programmes, are 
designed to achieve occupationally relevant qualifications and work experience. People with disabilities are poorly rep-
resented amongst permanent employees. Those entering senior positions are predominantly male and white. The skills 
system has not managed to meet its targets and so skills development is not helping to rectify this. Overall NSDS III has 
been effective in shifting focus and direction in line with intended policy, but it has not been uniformly effective across all 
eight goals. Work is needed to improve effectiveness in the next iteration of the strategy.

The strategy should include the approach to skills development for the informal sector. Broadly, skills development 
needs and relevant programmes should be identified by SETAs; funding for this should be from the NSF. 

Mrs GNM Pandor, MP

Minister of Higher Education and Trainin
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Overview By The National Skills Authority (Nsa) Chairperson

The National Skills Authority (NSA) commissioned the NSDS III 
study to assess the strategy implementation, impact assessment 
and offer recommendations to improve future skills strategies. This 
is in line with the call of the White Paper for Post School Education 
and Training (WP-PSET, 2013) that argues that the NSA should be 
an expert body on monitoring and evaluation of the SETAs. The pur-
pose of this study also aimed to comply with the report to the Min-
ister in the prescribed manner on the progress made in the imple-
mentation of the national skills development strategy and to advise 
the Minister on the guidelines on the implementation of the national 
skills development strategy.

The goal of the NSDS III is to contribute to the building of a capable 
and developmental state. However, this task is complicated by the 
lack of coherent structure and funding arrangement for it to happen.  
For example, skills development in the public service remains an 
HRD function that is located in national and provincial departments. 
The NSA is positive that the envisaged National Skills Development 
Plan (NSDP) would assist in simplifying various challenges imped-
ing smooth implementation of the skills development strategy.

The primary drivers of the implementation of the NSDS III are the 21 SETAs that are mandated to develop sector skills 
plans which cover the entire economy and implement the plans by means of promoting and funding learnerships, ap-
prenticeships, skills programmes, bursaries and internships. In order for the SETAs to realise the NSDS III mandate, the 
Minister in conjunction with the NSA appointed a team of reviewers to support the planning performance processes of 
the SETAs. The quality of SETA strategic plans, including their reflection of national policies, strategies and priorities as 
well as their assessment of implications on their work was that the SETA strategic plans improved. In addition, strategic 
plans adequately reflected national policies and strategies. 

Given the comprehensive nature of study in covering performance against all eight goals of the NSDS III and the fact 
that the approach is the first of its kind, the NSA hopes that future research studies would sharpen focus on gaps that 
exist. The NSA also appreciates that the findings of this study albeit at initial stages informed the review process on 
the development of the National Skills Development Plan beyond 2020. The NSA and the DHET will liaise on how the 
recommendations from the Report would inform the roll out of the NSDP intent.



14

Preface

This research report presents an evaluation of the third National 
Skills Development Strategy (NSDSIII) implementation for the peri-
od 2011-2016. It examines the design of the strategy, explains how 
it was implemented and experienced by stakeholders and explores 
impact. It then goes on to draw conclusions and recommendations 
that are intended to assist policy makers and implementers in future 
iterations of the strategy. The evaluation was carried out between 
October 2016 and August 2018. The NSA aimed at gaining compre-
hensive understanding on the extent to which the NSDSIII imple-
menting agencies were able to realise the goals of the strategy. To 
this end, the researchers considered comprehensive methodology 
including case studies in order to yield the best possible outcomes. 
The benefits of employing case studies included show casing the 
success and challenges experienced in the operationalisation of 
skills development projects and programmes in various economic 
sectors.  

NSDS III was crafted prior to the work on the PSET White Paper 
that started in 2013. Nevertheless, NSDSIII was clearly viewed as 
part of the wider PSET agenda. This is attested to in the opening 

paragraph of the Minister’s foreword to NSDSIII sets out the importance of integration within the PSET system. It states 
as a core intent: Partnerships (between public post school education and training institutions, SETAs, providers and em-
ployers) will be developed so that “the integration of education and training becomes a reality that is experienced by all 
South Africans.” This core intention became the key theme in the White Paper and has informed planning for the PSET 
system since the formation of the Department of Higher Education and Training. Again, it was important to assess the 
extent to which this has been achieved. 

Purpose and scope of the study

The NSA discussions on the review the current NSDSIII that was due to end 31 March 2018 resulted in the advice to 
extend the strategy and the Minister subsequently extended NSDSIII to 31 March 2020. Parallel to the process of the 
extending the strategy, the NSA commissioned an evaluation study into the implementation of the NSDS III with an in-
tention amongst others to influence future iterations of the strategy and in particular the strategy from April 2020.

The scope of the project is clearly set out in the terms of reference. The research is intended to provide the NSA with:

• An evaluation of the design of NSDS III

• An evaluation of the implementation of the 8 NSDS goals, including measuring the level of uptake of the NSDS by  
  stakeholders (labour, business, community, providers and government, and the:

  - Rate of participation by Sector Education and Training Authority (SETAs) and employers 

  - Rate of participation by public universities and colleges  

  - Rate of participation by private providers 

  - Extent of benefit to the recipients of or participants in skills development

•   An evaluation of impact of the strategy on the 7 NSDS III developmental and transformation imperatives. 
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Problems NSDSIII was intended to address

NSDSIII was intended to respond to: 

• continued challenges of businesses to equip their workforce with required skills, 

• an over emphasis on shorter courses or qualifications that were of limited value and which did not lead to either career                                                               
or academic progression, 

• systemic blockages within the skills system and absence of planning strategies at sectoral level. 

• NSDSIII was also intended to increasingly drive skills development through public education and training institutions 
so as to ensure a closer link between public colleges and universities and the workplace. 

•  The strategy also sought to rectify a challenge of small businesses including emergent businesses, cooperatives and 
community based organisations seemingly not benefiting from skills development and 

• to give a greater focus to government departments, both as policy leaders in their assigned sectors and in terms of 
their capacity to drive transformation. 

A key element of the evaluation would be to determine whether these challenges have been addressed or not. The 
Report endeavours to respond to the questions raised and further makes comments and recommendations on future 
planning and strategy.
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Executive Summary

Introduction

This study sets out to evaluate the design of the third National Skills Development Strategy (NSDS III) and its implemen-
tation from 2011 to 2016. NSDS III gets its legal mandate from the Skills Development Act which its focus is to: develop 
the skills of the South African workforce, improve productivity, increase the prospect of citizens finding work and possi-
bilities for self-employment; increase investment in education and training in the labour market and improve the return 
on that investment; encourage employers to provide opportunities for new entrants to the labour market and to use the 
workplace as a learning space; encourage workers to participate in learnerships and other training programmes; im-
prove the employment prospects of persons previously disadvantaged; and ensure the quality of education and training 
in and for the workplace.

Whilst the focus of the skills development strategy is the workplace, firms and the economy it is also linked to and is part 
of the broader post-school education and training system. However, it has a distinctive role in that whilst other PSET 
institutions have a broader mandate, skills development’s focus is exclusively the economy – as the vision sets out, the 
aim is to capacitate workers to contribute to, and benefit from inclusive growth. 

The evaluation covers the relevance, efficiency, effectiveness and the impact of the NSDS III over the period 2011/12 
to 2015/16. It makes findings and conclusions regarding the evaluation criteria and recommendations for consideration.

Methodology

The evaluation was carried out between October 2016 and August 2017. Qualitative and quantitative methodologies 
were used. Methods included desk research; learner and financial data analysis; interviews and focus groups; a survey 
of employers; tracer studies of learners and case studies of NSDS implementation. There were also regular stakeholder 
workshops to present data and engage on its meaning. A participative approach was also employed consistently. 

Design

The evaluation found that NSDS III had a clear purpose, that a sound diagnostic of the problems was done, and that 
different options were considered. It did not have a Theory of Change but it was designed with a set of outputs linked 
to outcomes and goals. However, there was no implementation plan nor was a set of policy implementation levers 
included. Taking account of the context at the time – a new department bringing skills development together with the 
TVET and higher education branches – the strategy was viewed as an enabling framework, flexible enough for different 
stakeholders to use according to their particular sectoral needs. The downside was that it did not prioritise and was open 
to interpretation. It tried to do too many things and was over ambitious for a five-year period.

Implementation

In 2010, a review of the Skills Branch was conducted and its capacity needs assessed. A set of recommendations to 
strengthen the branch were agreed on but not implemented. The branch did not have adequate capacity to lead and 
manage strategy implementation. 

The NSF inherited from the Department of Labour had limited capacity to plan, manage and monitor spending. From 
2014, capacity was built and the NSF now has project planning and management capacity.

In the public service, structural and financial challenges were addressed with a proportion of the ring-fenced funding in 
government departments being transferred to SETAs. SETAs now play a role in driving skills development, particularly 
for new entrants, in their sector departments. Problems continued with the PSETA spending most of the period either 
under-funded or under administration. The GSETA Forum was established to coordinate between the PSETA and SE-
TAs dealing with government departments. 

SETAs bought into NSDS III, though they were concerned about the Department pressuring them to fund TVET and 
Higher Education, and their role in addressing the Not in Education, Employment, or Training (NEETs) challenge.

Implementation levers included the Service Level Agreements (SLAs) that committed SETAs to targets, the requirement 
to develop scarce skills lists and PIVOTAL lists, backed by the SETA Grant Regulations. These worked well in directing 
the resources of SETAs to priorities in NSDS III. 

There have been governance and accountability challenges across the skills system. Attempts were made to address 
the problems but they have continued. 
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Skills Planning and Research

In relation to skills development research and planning a great deal was achieved. Sector Skills Plans (SSPs) were 
reduced in size and improved, and there was greater alignment with strategic plans and Annual Performance Plans 
(APPs). There is now a significant academic focus in universities on TVET and skills development, which had not existed 
before. However, SETA research capacity remains weak and both SETAs and DHET lack the capacity to either manage 
research or ‘translate’ the research into policy. Another challenge in the sector is a weakness in terms of Management 
Information System (MIS) and data management.

Institutional Capacity

Much has been done to improve capacity for skills planning, skills development and training for the economy. There are 
examples of SETAs building their capacity to be proactive and move away from a passive grant-giving role to playing a 
brokering or facilitating role. Work has been done with the public TVET colleges to strengthen capacity to deliver occu-
pational programmes, though with limited success. Employer confidence in the colleges remains very low. Occupational 
programmes make up a small proportion of TVET college provision. 

A major success story is the revival of artisan training, including some of the TVET colleges playing a lead role in some 
artisan trades. There are also some success stories in the Nated programmes for business administration. The slow-
ness in getting occupational qualifications registered is a cause of frustration in the colleges, as is the lack of infrastruc-
ture and lecturers qualified in the trades being taught. 

Some public private and partnerships have emerged. Private providers feel excluded and adversely affected by the 
changes but remain active and ready to participate. 

There are a number of NGOs engaging in the transition of learners from education and training to employment, some of 
them playing an important intermediary role.

Funding of Skills Development

The skills development levy (SDL) brought in an income of about R63 billion over the period 2011 to 2016. Of the R63 
billion received from 2011-2016, about R50 billion went to the SETAs whilst over R12 billion went to the NSF. The NSF 
receives 20% of the levy income in order to fund skills development for those that were unlikely to benefit from grants 
paid to employers. With the adoption of NSDS III the fund was given responsibility for funding ‘national priorities’ and so 
there was a shift in focus. The NSF received a total of R19 billion in revenue between 2011/12 and 2015/16. About R14 
billion was disbursed by the NSF over the period under review. 

Of the total available funds over the five-year period, the SETAs spent about R6.3 billion on administration costs, dis-
bursed about R14.5 billion in mandatory grants and R20 billion in discretionary grants. In total they made R31 billion 
worth of discretionary commitments between 2011 and 2016 whilst disbursing only R20 billion of these commitments, 
pointing to substantial under-spending of available funds.

The Cabinet decision to agree to 30% of the ringfenced 1% public service skills development funds to be transferred 
to SETAs was implemented from the 2013/14 financial year but not evenly. Public service departments nationally and 
in provinces had around R19 billion ‘ring-fenced’ to spend on skills development between 2011 and 2016 of which they 
spent around half. When adding the amount spent on training and development and funds transferred to SETAs, the 
total sum as a proportion of payroll comes to 58% of the ringfenced 1%.

Funded skills development

During the period of NSDS III there were almost 1.1 million enrolments across different learning programmes offered 
under the auspices of the 21 SETAs. In addition, there were 330,000 learners funded by the NSF. That means there 
were just over 1.4 million beneficiaries of skills development system funding between 2011/12 and 2015/16. 

From the base year (2011/2012), enrolments increased from 168 536 to 259 737 in 2015/16. This figure is made up of: 
342 591 learners in learnerships (189 287 completing) - an average of 55% throughput; 42 933 interns (12 725 complet-
ing) - an average 30% throughput; 516 436 in skills programmes (517 103 completing) - 100% throughput. Collectively, 
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SETAs funded 61 802 student bursaries. 137 836 enrolled in artisan programmes (77 913 completed).

In a cohort analysis of enrolments in 2011, only 37% of those enrolled in artisan programmes completed their training 
in three years. 38.9% complete their programmes after four years while 42.2% complete in five years. This implies that 
57,8% of apprentices did not complete their training at the end of five years. It is estimated that the amount allocated for 
artisan training was R13 754 391 600. The cost of delayed and non-completion is calculated at R3 606 321 111.

Experience of implementation

Large and medium firms engage much more in skills development funded by SETAs than do small firms. The majority 
of those accessing funded skills development are young people aged under 35 (76%), with almost half of these being 
under 25 (32%).

Funding has been provided for Worker Education, but this remains a weak area of work, where infrastructure is limited 
and funding a challenge. The voice of workers is weak within the skills system, including at a firm level in relation to 
skills. By 2014, most public service departments had put learnership and internship policies and programmes in place. 
Of the total 44 739 recruited into departments in the 2014/15 financial year, 44% were interns, 54% were learners and 
2% were apprentices.

Efforts have been made to use the extensive training capacity of the SOEs to revive their role in training for the econ-
omy. A number of partnerships were put in place around the IDZs and SIP projects, with skills development playing an 
important role.

Articulation has been a focus of attention during this period with a number of agreements being recorded to enable 
transfer of credits from lower to higher level qualifications. RPL has also been used to enable experienced workers to 
gain trade qualifications.

Impact

It was agreed during a national stakeholder workshop in August 2017 that rather than trying to attribute impact to skills 
development, the study should focus on what has worked and not worked and examine areas of emerging impact – 
signs that the strategy is starting to achieve intended results. 

In terms of employment, the proportion of learners not previously employed being absorbed into full-time employment 
after completion was high in the case of Apprenticeships, Learnerships and Internships. However, unemployment con-
tinued to rise.

Employers believe that skills development has improved productivity, reduced errors in the workplace and improved the 
quality of product or service delivered. Trade union representatives agreed that this was the case.

Training has also increased the work readiness of young people entering the workplace. However, a majority of em-
ployers stated that skills development has not achieved what they hoped for in terms of improving the supply of needed 
skills. In many companies the apprenticeship is regarded as an investment for highly competent teams of artisans who 
contribute to the income of the company. 

There does not appear to be a significant impact on employment in small businesses. However, it is recognised that 
developing viable small enterprises is not an outcome of stand-alone skills development, programmes require a compre-
hensive set of enablers and needs to be undertaken in partnership with others. Nevertheless, interviews with employers, 
government officials and employer associations paint a picture of a skills system that is bi-passing small business. 

The evaluation has found no evidence of interventions designed to support skills development in the informal sector. 
Individuals who participated in skills development reported positive outcomes. Most gained confidence to engage in the 
labour market. Many obtained jobs either with the company they trained in or elsewhere. Some were promoted, many 
increased their earnings and a small number started businesses. 

Employers state that as a result of skills development there has been an increase in the proportion of skilled and management 
posts being filled by black people and to a lesser extent women. With regard to people with disabilities, a small proportion 
of employers stated that there has been an increase in the number of people with disabilities employed in the organisation. 
Disability targets have generally not been achieved for training. Interviews with organised labour and disability stakehold-
ers revealed a level of scepticism as to impact of skills development on employment equity. Respondents stated bluntly 
that training has not contributed to equity. The views expressed by trade unionists are supported by QLFS labour statistics. 
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In terms of the transformational imperatives, there is some evidence that more women than men are gaining employ-
ment after training, though this is tentative and needs further research and it is evident when looking at the unemploy-
ment rates by gender, that it remains lower for men than it does for women. There is also evidence that females are 
accessing higher skilled positions.

In terms of race, it was found that there was an increase in Africans getting higher skilled level positions, which reaffirms 
the employer survey finding. With regards to class, this evaluation has established that according to SETA data, there 
has been a reasonably good balance between programmes targeted at the unemployed and programmes targeted at 
employed workers, but according to the NSF figures, there has been a drift towards funding students that mostly cannot 
be considered previously employed. 

There has been a reasonably successful effort to expand training opportunities to all provinces.Overall, the SETAs and 
the NSF have done well in focusing resources towards the youth. Of the approximately 200 000 people trained each 
year, about one third are under 25 (32%), almost two thirds are under 30 (62%) and three quarters are under 35 (76%).

The skills system is making a contribution to impacting on the challenge of youth unemployment, but it is, and will 
remain, a relatively small area in comparison to the number of NEETs.People with disabilities are poorly represented 
amongst permanent employees. Those entering senior positions are predominantly male and white. The skills system 
has not managed to meet its targets and so skills development is not helping to rectify this. 

      Conclusions

Relevance

The overall strategy was relevant to the challenges that it sought to address. Larger and established companies identify 
their skills needs and priorities and work with SETAs to identify relevant programmes and interventions to address them. 

Only around 23 000 companies participate in SETA grant processes or participate in discretionary grant funded projects. 
Most small businesses do not engage and the informal sector is unlikely to even know of SETAs, let alone take advan-
tage of available training.

All SETAs produce quality career guides. However, few people either know about, read, or make use of the guides. It 
would seem that they are not viewed as relevant. There is also a concern that there is no mechanism in place with the 
Department of Basic Education to enable their use in schools.

From the perspective of an unemployed young person seeking entry into the labour market the programmes on offer, 
such as learnerships and skills programmes, are designed to achieve occupationally relevant qualifications and work 
experience. The programmes that are made available to young people in the form of apprenticeships and learnerships 
are working for the young people who access them. The challenge is scale. To make occupational programmes avail-
able on a mass scale is not achievable within the available resources.

No structural changes were made in the way that the skills system works with the public service, though some attempt 
at coordination has been made in the ‘GSETA Forum,’ coordinating forum of public service SETAs. Funding has been 
addressed in that SETAs, from 2014, received not only the 10% of the ringfenced 1% allowed to support the adminis-
trative costs of SETAs, but also an additional 20% of the ringfenced amount. Most departments are accessing relevant 
programmes for their staff.

Effectiveness

The strategy in its implementation has been effective in achieving a strategic shift in the way the skills system func-
tions. One of the challenges that remains is alignment to industrial strategy. Some work has been done to align skills 
development to industrial strategy (formally in SSPs), but there is evidence of only partial success in terms of practical 
implementation.

NSDS III was not a strategy for a five-year period. Some outputs and outcomes have been achieved in the five years but 
many remain a work in progress even in 2018. But there has been consistent progress. The skills development system 
has changed direction. There is a sense of skills development being part of a wider government and national economic 
and developmental agenda.

However, while these are positive findings, more attention needs to be given to implementation levers, restructuring the 
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skills system to be better positioned to take the strategy forward, putting in place coordination structures where more 
than one branch or department is involved, and improved accountability arrangements. 

Overall NSDS III has been effective in shifting focus and direction in line with intended policy, but it has not been uniform-
ly effective across all eight goals. Work is needed to improve effectiveness in the next iteration of the strategy.

Good progress has been made in some goals, less in others.
Firms. Employers who engaged in training believe that the training has impacted favorably on their companies, with 
increased productivity, more flexibility and less accidents being highlighted. They also believe that employment equity 
advances have been made with the support of skills development.

Cooperatives and NGOs. Although some training has been targeted at cooperatives and NGOs, very little evidence 
has been provided that demonstrates effectiveness. Cooperatives have generally struggled to survive, have been af-
fected by the poor performance of the economy, and have not been able to benefit significantly from skills development. 
In relation to NGOs, the view of the Nedlac community constituency is that civil society generally is weaker today than it 
has been historically and that little has been achieved in terms of skills development to strengthen NGO capacity.

Informal sector. This is probably the area of least effectiveness during the period 2011-2016. The funds that were made 
available prior to 2011 were redirected to other national priorities. It is very doubtful that skills development has been 
effective in the informal sector.

The economy. The case studies conducted show the effort that was put into aligning skills development to Strategic 
Infrastructure Projects (SIPs) and to forge public private partnerships. However, the overwhelming evidence points to 
very fragile partnerships, with industry and DTI stakeholders actively avoiding doing business through the SETAs. 

Public service. The period 2014-2016 saw some major changes in both coordination and funding and it is early for 
these changes to be impacting. The basis has been laid for more effective skills development in the period ahead. Ef-
fectiveness will require an alignment of skills development interventions to other strategies for improving public service 
capacity. 

Individuals. Those that engaged in programmes gained qualifications, gained work experience and gained in con-
fidence to apply for jobs. In certain circumstances, the programmes resulted in those qualifying finding employment, 
starting a business or gaining promotion.

Efficiency

As described earlier a large proportion of available funds in SETAs, the NSF and in government departments was not 
spent during the period 2011-2016, and large surpluses continue to be built up. Overall, across the skills system, there 
is inefficient use of available resources. Improved cash flow management could increase the proportion of income spent 
over a five-year period. 

During the period 2011 to 2016, just over 1 million learners were funded by the SETAs and 330 000 were funded by 
the NSF, on average around 270 000 a year. More could be done if more of the available funds were spent and better 
throughput achieved.

For 1-year learnership programmes started in 2011, 2012 and 2013, the throughout rate after 3 years was 33.8%. The 
throughput rates for artisans entering 3-year programmes in 2011 stood at 31.7% after 3 years, and 42% after 5 years. 
These are very low for a programmes that cost as much as they do. Throughput rates may have improved for those 
entering programmes since 2014 but this needs a cohort analysis to confirm.

Sustainability

The most obvious success story in terms of effectiveness of NSDS III is around artisan and learnership programmes. 
The evaluation of NSDS II conducted by the HSRC in 2011/12 concluded that such programmes are effective, and this 
study reaffirms that finding. However, the throughput figures indicate an unexpectedly high level of inefficiency in these 
programmes. Unless improved efficiency can be achieved by improving throughput rates the current expansion of arti-
san training is not sustainable. The NDP target of 30 000 per year is just not realistic and even the current number of 16 
000 a year is unlikely to be sustainable. 
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Recommendations

Strategy

• It is noted that the Department has published a National Skills Development Plan. It is the view of this evaluation 
team that this should be reviewed taking into account findings from this evaluation of the NSDS III. This should 
inform both the shape of the National Skills Development Strategy, as well as the implementation plan, that 
takes effect from 1 April 2020. It is important that its unique role in relation to the economy should be recognised.

• The strategy should be informed by a determination to build a demand-led skills development system, where the 
needs of current and future enterprises determine the priorities and programmes of the skills system.

• The strategy should be informed by longer term goals and medium term outcomes that are achievable within 
the resources available. 

• Consideration should be given to identifying a small number of priority programmes that will focus the skills de-
velopment institutions and stakeholders and resources. The strategy should identify priorities based on costed 
options.

• The involvement of small and micro enterprises should be made a central focus of skills strategy and indicators 
should be developed to enable progress to be measured.

• There should be agreement with relevant economic departments, the Department of Small Businesses and 
Industry on the approach and mechanisms for the aligning of training to other support provided such as funding, 
business development support and access to markets.

• The strategy should include the approach to skills development for the informal sector. Broadly, skills develop-
ment needs and relevant programmes should be identified by SETAs; funding for this should be from the NSF. 

• For each goal, outcome or output that requires more than one branch or department to achieve it, joint planning 
and oversight structures should be put in place to drive delivery. The Skills Branch should take responsibility 
with the support of the DG for putting such structures in place.

• Future strategy should be accompanied by a communications strategy that makes clear what is intended, and 
what is expected of stakeholders, and in particular the intended role of public and private providers.

Financial strategy

• The national skills development strategy should be accompanied by a financial strategy that provides direction 
to stakeholders on how resources should be allocated to achieve maximum impact. 

• In the allocation of funds there has been a shift from the SDA mandate. The intention of the SDA was to focus 
on workplaces, workers and new entrants. Substantial funds have been allocated to subsidising learners and 
students in public TVET colleges and universities. There should be a return to the intentions of the legislation. 

• Attention should be paid to improved cash flow management so that a larger proportion of available resources 
is spent each year.

• There should be a review of the artisan target of 30 000, including a discussion on whether the artisan grant is 
sustainable, whether it is appropriate for the NSF to fund SOE artisan programmes, and whether the levels of 
wastage in the system can be reduced. In particular throughput rates need to be improved.

• There is a need to clarify the funding arrangements for apprentices undergoing theoretical and practical training 
in public TVET colleges.

• There should be review of the priority programmes that the NSF commits to funding. This should be based not 
on general funding pressures that exist for government but on the legislated mandate of the NSF and in particu-
lar an analysis of NSDS and those outputs and outcomes of the strategy that are unlikely to be achieved through 
SETA funded programmes. For example, although SETAs should research the informal economic activity of 
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their sectors, the NSF will need to support the roll out of skills development.

• In reviewing the programmes to be funded by the NSF consideration should be given to the potential impact of 
reducing or withdrawing funding from programmes that are not strictly relevant to NSDS implementation, but 
which are nevertheless important within the broader PSET policy framework. Care should be taken to ensure 
that alternative sources of funding are found where NSF funds are redirected to other NSDS priorities. This is a 
major risk and needs to be managed carefully.

• In redirecting NSF funding, particular attention should be given to programmes for the unemployed and in par-
ticular the NEETs. Consideration should be given to prioritising programmes that offer modules of employable 
skills to unemployed young people. Artisan and learnership programmes are an effective route for young people 
to enter the labour market, but they are resource intensive and therefore cannot be offered on a mass scale. 
Smaller units of training that carry value in the labour market should be made available and should be funded 
by the NSF.

• Although the main focus of capacity building during the period since 2011 has been the TVET colleges, the 
focus should now turn to community colleges and the funding of capacity to deliver to the skills needs of local 
communities.

• The increased capacity in the NSF needs to be harnessed to work more closely with the rest of the skills sys-
tem to implement NSDS. The additional capacity that has been built positions the NSF to play an increasingly 
important role in the achievement of the strategy. Monitoring as well as evaluation of NSF funded programmes 
should become a priority.

• During the planning of the next iteration of the skills development strategy for each of the intended goals and 
outcomes there should be a description of the levers or instruments that are, or will be put, in place to enable 
the goals to be achieved. These should be developed in a process led by the DHET Skills Branch and involve 
the relevant stakeholder departments.

• One of the levers used by DHET is the SLA that is negotiated each year with the SETAs. It is important that the 
APP and SLA are aligned and that the SETAs are held to account not just for numerical targets but also outputs 
and outcomes set out in the APP.

• The Theory of Change for future strategy must set out clearly who will take lead responsibility for activities re-
quired to achieve outputs and outcomes.

• Where there is a complex goal, outcome or output in the strategy there should be a multi-stakeholder structure 
put in place whose composition is based on a careful stakeholder analysis. It is assumed that the Skills Branch 
will continue to be the custodian of the NSDS and its implementation and that the branch, with the support of 
the DG, will lead the processes needed to establish these structures.

Structures and systems 

• The number of boards or accounting authorities should be reduced. There may be a need for a staged ap-
proach. Ideally, in the longer term there should be one accounting authority that has real power to hold skills 
development structures to account.

• Legislation should be reviewed to ensure there is clarity on exactly who is responsible for: allocating funds; 
ensuring legislative compliance; accounting for misuse of funds; accounting for poor performance; and what 
powers exist to ensure there are consequences for wrong doing.

• Consideration should be given to the governance and accountability mechanism for the NSF. With a suitable 
accounting authority, the NSF could play an even bigger role than it does in the funding of skills development 
and in overseeing spending within the skills system. In the short term the NSF should have its budget and plans 
approved by the NSA.

• Once the strategy post 2020 is agreed, the GTAC OD review report should be reviewed and efforts made to 
ensure that the structures put in place have the capacity to lead and manage implementation. It is particularly 
important that the Skills Branch should have improved research capacity, strengthened monitoring capacity and 
systems, the ability to ‘translate’ research findings, and increased brokering capability to forge the various policy 



24

alignments and partnerships needed to implement NSDS.

• The Department should facilitate, possibly with the assistance of the Presidency, an intensive stakeholder en-
gagement to broker agreement on the structure and accountability mechanisms for the skills system, so as to 
rationalise decision-making, reporting and governance. It is noted that there has been considerable discussion 
in this regard though the NEDLAC process; these views should be consolidated and considered taking into 
account the wider learning emerging from this evaluation.

• There should be an organisation development review to determine how to restructure the skills system, build a 
set of structures aligned to strategy implementation and reallocate resources to where they are needed. This 
should not be viewed as closing down existing structures, but rather breaking down silos to create a more flexi-
ble and responsive system. This will involve a change in staff skills profiles but not necessarily major disruption, 
if it is handled carefully. Many of the staff in SETAs would welcome playing a more pro-active role in the econ-
omy.

• The QCTO needs to be given the necessary resources to operate effectively as the primary QA body in the skills 
development arena. If this means transferring functional QA units located in the SETAs (with staff and budgets) 
to the QCTO this should be considered. It is the normal practice in government that where a function shifts it 
does so with the budget and this should apply in the case of QA functions transferring to SETAs. The import-
ant thing is that if the QCTO is to be held to account for certain functions it must be allocated the necessary 
resources. 

• The development of standardised grant application and approval processes, including a reduction and simplifi-
cation of compliance requirements, should be facilitated.

• DHET Skills Branch should put in place a process to reposition the SETA structures to play the role of brokers, 
addressing location, capacity and skills needs to achieve this. Key functions that need to be strengthened in-
clude: monitoring, including data gathering and management; sector or industry experts; research and research 
translation; project management; brokering/facilitating (of partnerships and agreements).

• A project should be initiated by the Department and NSA to systematically address the data challenges within 
the skills system.

• The establishment of the Skills Planning Unit is an important project for effective skills strategy implementation. 
However, it is very important that the functions listed above are incorporated, and that the unit has the human 
and financial resources required for the functions it is being established to perform.

Skills development programme focus

• The skills development strategy should focus primarily on occupational qualifications and programmes. 

• An intervention is needed to unblock the QCTO processes and ensure that the required range of qualifications 
is available. 

• There should be agreement with relevant economic departments and industry on a programme that has a spe-
cific focus on developing management and business skills and creating access to industry-based value chains 
and networks. The work of EDD on value chain linkages to townships, and the work of the DTI in relation to 
IDZs and industry specific incentives are examples of where skills development needs to be aligned to achieve 
greater impact.

• The process of workplace approval should be revisited with the QCTO and industry representatives. There is a 
need for a flexible approach that enables smaller companies to participate.

• There is a need to put in place a specific funded strategy for trade union education and training. The strategy 
should have a long term funding arrangements that enable the required capacity to be put in place. It is important 
that the voice of workers is heard more clearly both within skills system structures and in firms and workplaces.

• Certain agreed programmes of education and training that are not qualification linked should be agreed for 
funding. In other words, although the rule should remain that funding goes to achieve qualifications there should 
be agreed exceptions; for example, there is an agreement on the importance of work readiness, yet this should 
not be a qualification.
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• Recruitment, selection and placement processes – particularly in fields that have been dominated by men – 
should be designed in a manner that actively seeks to increase the numbers of women that are both in the 
programmes and that are supported to find opportunities post programmes.

• There should be a process facilitated by DHET and NSA to focus on the challenges being faced in relation 
to people with disabilities. There is a need to expand skills development opportunities and in particular pro-
grammes that are more likely to result in employment after qualifying.

• Detailed and costed planning should be undertaken so that realistic targets are set for occupational programmes 
delivered by the public TVET colleges. In the meantime, consideration should be given to establishing public 
private partnerships and to harnessing the capacity of employers’ private providers to facilitate practical training.

• A joint project should be established between the TVET, the HE and Skills Branch to develop an approach to 
engaging the UOTs on partnerships, expanded workplace learning, articulation and progression.

• In developing the future skills strategy attention should be paid to spelling out the expected role of the private 
sector and of public private partnerships in the delivery of skills for the economy.

• DHET, DPSA and National Treasury should put in place a review of the skills development structures, processes 
and funding for skills development in the public service. In the short term there is a need to ensure a consistent 
and timeous flow of funds from the ringfenced 1% to the relevant SETAs.

• SETAs should be required to conduct tracer studies and explore the factors (both positive and negative) that 
impact on those trained in the sector finding employment.

• Agreement should be brokered in the sector on the programmes that are most likely to result in speedy absorp-
tion into available jobs.
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SECTION 1: 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

Introduction

The third National Skills Development Strategy (NSDS III) was implemented between April 2011 and March 2016 (ex-
tended to 2018, and now to 2020). It was meant to achieve ‘A skilled and capable workforce that shares the economic 
benefits of, and contributes to, an inclusive growth path’ (DHET, 2011). There were eight goals designed to achieve that 
outcome, starting with Goal 1 – creating a reliable skills planning mechanism, through to Goal 8 relating to effective 
career guidance to enable people to plan their own learning and work plans to be aligned to labour market needs.

Importantly, the strategy also intended to advance seven key developmental and transformation imperatives, related to: 
race, class, gender, geography, age, disability and the HIV/Aids pandemic.

Coming at the end of NSDS III’s implementation, this research was commissioned by the National Skills Authority (NSA) 
to evaluate:

	 Impact of the 7 National Skills Development Strategy (NSDS III) developmental and transformation imperatives

	 Implementation of the 8 NSDS goals

	 Uptake of the NSDS by stakeholders (labour, business, community, providers and government)

	 Rate of participation by SETAs and employers

	 Rate of participation by public universities and colleges

	 Rate of participation by private providers
The main research questions were:

• To what extent is the Strategy design relevant, appropriate and technically sound?

• To what extent has the Strategy been effective in achieving its objectives?

• To what extent has the Strategy been effectively implemented?

• To what extent has the Strategy been efficiently implemented?

• To what extent will the benefits of the Strategy be sustainable? 

• What key insights, lessons, and recommendations are offered?
The scope of this evaluation was therefore broad and complex. Though the NSDS III document is less than 30 pages 
long, it is a strategy that directs the activities of 21 SETAs as well as the National Skills Fund and has a bearing on their 
governing institutions (NSA, the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET), South African Qualifications Au-
thority (SAQA)), provincial skills development forums, employers, trade unions, training providers and public post-school 
education and training institutions.

1.1 Report outline

This report is a summary of a much longer report and it references many more papers that were produced as part of this 
study including: a report of 105 SETA interviews, analyses of other relevant secondary reports and evaluations, data 
analysis reports and case studies. These are all referenced and can be accessed via the NSA.
The report is set out as follows: 

•	 Section 1: The introduction includes a conceptual and theoretical framework for the study and is intended to 
explain the place of skills development within the wider Post School Education and Training system.
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•	 Section 2: Explains the methodology and rationale used in the study.

•	 Section 3: The Design Evaluation unpacks the Theory of Change underpinning NSDS III as well as appraising 
the relevance, coherence and internal logic of the strategy.

•	 Section 4: Describes how the strategy was implemented. It begins with a review of the governance and op-
erations management of the NSDS III. It then unpacks how skills planning was organised, the institutions for 
implementation and how skills development was funded.

•	 Section 5: Sets out how programmes were implemented to achieve the NSDS III goals.

•	 Section 6: Gauges impact on individuals, firms, the economy, the public service and transformation.

•	 Section 7: Is the conclusion and evaluates NSDS III in terms of its relevance, effectiveness in achieving its 
goals, efficiency of the system and skills development and sustainability of its programmes.

•	 Section 8: the report concludes with recommendations.

1.2 A conceptual and theoretical framework

In order to help delimit the scope of this evaluation, the conceptual framework below sets out to define the boundaries 
of the skills development system.

1.2.1 Legislative mandate

NSDS III gets its legal mandate from the Skills Development Act (Republic of South Africa, 1998 and amended in 2008) 
– and so it is meant to fill out how the broad vision of the Act will be met. The purposes of that Act (paraphrased) are: 

•	 to develop the skills of the South African workforce and by so doing improve productivity of employers, the pros-
pect of citizens finding work, possibilities for self-employment and the delivery of public services;

•	 to increase investment in education and training in the labour market and to improve the return on that invest-
ment;

•	 to encourage employers to provide opportunities for new entrants to the labour market and to use the workplace 
as a learning space;

•	 to encourage workers to participate in learnership and other training programmes;

•	 to improve the employment prospects of persons previously disadvantaged; and 

•	 to ensure the quality of education and training in and for the workplace. 

The NSDS is meant to direct how skills institutions (the National Skills Authority (NSA); the National Skills Fund (NSF); 
Sector Education and Training Authorities (SETAs); labour centres; and the Skills Development Planning Unit (SDPU)) 
should spend their money, allocate human resources, and target their programmes to meet the aims of the Act. 

In the Skills Development Act (SDA) there is no definition of Skills Development. Initially the SDA was the responsibility 
of the Department of Labour (DoL) – locating skills development firmly in the workplace and the labour market. Skills 
development was therefore understood as developing the skills and competencies needed for occupations in industries 
and services in the current and future economy.

By the time NSDS III was implemented, the skills development branch had shifted to the newly established DHET. It was 
therefore added under the umbrella of post-school education and training and there has been some expansion on the 
original labour market focus (SDA 1998, then amended in 2008). For example, the challenge of the NEETs (the 3 mil-
lion-plus young people that are not in any form of employment or education and training) was included as a focus area.
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As a result, while the main focus remained the economy (mobilising resources for training and facilitating improved 
absorption of people into jobs or self-employment), there are other policy goals that skills development is intended to 
support, and this creates some ambiguity.

1.2.2 Skills development and the wider PSET system

One area of slippage has been in the distinction between skills development and the broader education and training 
system. One example of this is treating TVET (technical and vocational education and training) the same as skills de-
velopment. The same slippage sometimes occurs when University of Technology (UoT) programmes, particularly those 
that result in an occupational or professional qualification, fall under the category ‘skills development’.

Such programmes certainly contribute to skills development, but they cannot be categorised as skills development with-
out examining the content of programmes and in particular the role of employers and workplaces in such programmes. 
There is a distinct difference between an occupational or professional qualification and occupational or professional 
competence. This is recognised by the role that professional bodies play in designing internships or candidacy pro-
grammes that take a qualified person to the point of being recognised as being competent in their field.

Whereas the role of the education and training system is broad, and speaks to individual and societal development, 
skills development’s primary role is to support economic and industrial growth. Whilst the purpose of Higher Education 
(HE), TVET and Community Colleges is wider than serving the needs of the economy, the skills system (including those 
parts of HE, TVET and Community Colleges that focus on vocational and occupational training) has as its primary focus 
the economy and economic development.

It is important to acknowledge that skills development is not a concept that has a clear definition globally (see Sung and 
Ashton (2015) and Green (2013) for coverage of the debates internationally on definitions of skills). There are many 
ways of understanding it. Skills and competencies include theoretical or foundational knowledge, practical or technical 
skills and the proven capability to do various occupational tasks in a real work situation. In other words, it is not the 
acquiring of a qualification (though that is generally part of the process), nor is it simply ‘on the job training’. It is the com-
bination of relevant education, training and work experience that enables a person to attain competence in a particular 
occupation. 

The following figure sets out the understanding of skills development within South Africa. The important point to note 
is that skills development is an attempt to bring about a multi-disciplinary approach to addressing supply and demand 
for skills. Clearly education and training is an important component, but so too is economics, industry knowledge and 
strategic and operational management.

Figure 1-1: The skills system
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1.2.3 Conclusion: Skills development – What is being evaluated?

Although there has been some shift in the understanding of skills development since 1998, the fundamental definition 
and scope has not changed substantially. For the purpose of this evaluation the focus of skills development remains 
the economy, and – in particular – addressing the supply and demand challenge. There are many aspects of the strat-
egy that go beyond the economy and speak to diverse government development goals, but the key focus remains the 
imperative of using skills development to achieve inclusive growth. This is affirmed in the vision of the strategy and is in 
line with the thinking set out in the National Development Plan (NDP) where skills are a vital pillar of economic growth. 

The implication of this ‘lens’ being used is that outputs will be examined with a focus on the world of work. For example, 
when examining the capacity of public TVET colleges, the evaluation will not look broadly at the amount of infrastruc-
tural capacity, or the totality of programme offerings of the colleges, but rather at those programmes that specifically 
address the needs of industry and the economy. Equally, when examining University provision, the focus will not be on 
all university programmes but on those programmes designed to meet particular occupational skills needs. The same 
‘lens’ approach applies to the public service. The approach will not be to explore all the work done by government to 
raise skills levels of staff through education and training but on the role of the skills development system and the impact 
of NSDS III within the public service. This is not to down play the role of universities in the supply of skilled people or to 
deny the importance of the generality of work done in public service HRD units, but rather to limit the scope and focus of 
the evaluation to NSDS III and how it has been engaged with and implemented during the period 2011-2016. 
The implications for the evaluation are that in addition to the focus of individual outcomes and impact:

•	 There will be emphasis on the transformation of companies as well as the wider economic benefits ob-
tained. This highlights the need to ask to what extent the skills needs in the present and future economy 
are and will be addressed?

•	 The examination of the PSET system more broadly will not only be with a view to evaluating the institutions, 
but, more importantly, will examine the extent to which they have contributed to the economy by engaging 
in skills development.

Thus, whilst there will be an examination of the institutional capacity in the system (what may be termed the inputs) 
and the outputs of the system, considerable focus will be placed on the outcomes realised within, and across, the eight 
strategic goals in NSDS III. The ‘storyline’ will therefore focus on: the way in which the system for skills development has 
evolved and how this has informed the design of the strategy; the capacity of the institutions to plan and deliver against 
this strategy; the way in which implementation has been carried out; and the extent to which this has resulted in key 
outcomes for individuals and firms and the contribution that this has had on the ultimate goal of the strategy – namely 
using skills development to support the national goal of inclusive growth. 
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SECTION 2: METHODOLOGY

Introduction

The main purpose of this evaluation was to measure the extent to which the goals of NSDS III were achieved as well as 
to gauge the impact of the strategy on transformational imperatives: race, class, gender, geography, age, disability and 
the HIV and Aids pandemic.

There were three main stages in the evaluation process:

Figure 1-2: Evaluation approach

The key evaluation questions to be answered in each of these phases were: 

•	 To what extent is the strategy design relevant, appropriate and technically sound?

•	 To what extent has the strategy been effectively implemented?

•	 To what extent has the strategy been efficiently implemented?

•	 To what extent has the strategy been effective in achieving its objectives?

•	 To what extent will the benefits of the strategy be sustainable?

•	 What key insights, lessons, and recommendations are offered?

2.1 Methodological approach

The need for evidence-based policy making has led to the establishment of national monitoring and evaluation frame-
works across different policy areas. South Africa’s National Evaluation Policy Framework was approved on 23 Novem-
ber 2011 (DPME, 2016) and aims to improve performance, accountability and decision making by providing an insti-
tutionalised performance system linked to planning and budgeting (DMPE, 2016). To achieve this, it is important that 
evaluations not only describe or measure impact but are also able to explain what enabled the impact to be realised (to 
the extent that it has) and whether there are factors that may have hindered the realisation of these results.
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Impact evaluation, as a theoretical field, is highly contested both with respect to how impact is defined, and in the on-go-
ing debate about the kinds of designs that are appropriate to understanding impact (Marock and Molebatsi, 2018). The 
essence of this debate is captured by White (2009) who points to two definitions of impact evaluation.

In the first, impact is defined as the difference in the indicator of interest (Y) with the intervention (Y1) and without the 
intervention (Y0) (White, 2009). That is, impact = Y1 – Y0

 

(e.g. Ravallion, 2008). Here the definition focuses on the 
counterfactual. The counterfactual relates to what would have taken place had the intervention not been implemented. 
This is seen as an important concept when determining attribution (what happened because of the intervention versus 
what would have taken place anyway) (Hearn, 2016).

White compares this definition with the tradition in evaluation where ‘impact’ refers to the final level of the causal chain (or 
log frame); phrased differently, this approach focuses on short or intermediate level outcomes and defines impact as the 
long-term effects. Hearn notes these long-term effects may be ‘intended, unintended, positive, negative, direct or indirect’. 
Moreover, those effects may be in terms of technical, socio-cultural, institutional and environmental factors (OECD, 1992). 

When considering these views, the research team recognised the ‘complexity of the NSDS’ (Barnes et al (2003, 2004 

) in that it has multiple aims, that it seeks change across sectors of the economy and at different spheres (national, 
provincial and local) and as a result of different interventions. Furthermore, the NSDS needs to secure horizontal and 
vertical partnerships with multiple stakeholders with different perspectives. Understanding the NSDS’s impact is there-
fore complex because of the size of the strategy and because the intention of the strategy is to realise long-term change 
while at the same time meeting short-term changes (Rogers, 2008). These changes are not linear and ‘a small initial 
effect may lead to a large ultimate effect through a reinforcing loop or critical tipping point.’ This carries with it the impli-
cation that the NSDS will have different theories of change within a larger overarching theory of change.

Reflecting on these debates and their implications for evaluating the impact of NSDS led to the conclusion that the na-
ture of the strategy (in terms of complexity), the purpose of the evaluation (learning and accountability) and the way in 
which it will be utilised (by different stakeholders and partners) requires a broad understanding of impact.

The focus of this impact evaluation is, therefore, to understand the contribution – rather than attribution - that the design 
and implementation of the NSDS has had on various changes that have taken place. Thus, we focused on understand-
ing the programme impact as a pathway, which has various causal links in a chain of implementation (George and McK-
eown, 1985, Collier 2011). This was seen as critical as it creates a mechanism that is focused on taking ‘the step from 
asking whether a programme works to understanding what it is about the programme that makes it work’ (Pawson and 
Tilley, 1997, p.66; Rogers, 2008, p.32).
Using this approach, the team noted that a non-experimental design is required to understand the impact of NSDS III. 
Numerous authors (Ravallion, 2009; Deaton, 2010; Patton, 2011; Pawson and Tilly, 1997, etc.) reinforce this view and 
suggest that such an approach is particularly relevant when it is not possible to create a credible counterfactual - for 
example, when a programme is universal, or when it is aimed at changing a system rather than individual people or 
organisations. This approach has been promoted in international development to address challenges of evaluating 
programmes and policies that explicitly work at the system level or in conjunction with other programmes and policies. 

This is supported by Bredgaard (2015) who argues for contextual and qualitative data and informa-
tion as well as more sophisticated evaluation techniques to answer questions in complex programmes 

. The emphasis is on the application of a range of methodological procedures that are drawn from across traditions and 
are implemented with awareness of context against ‘guidelines’ that are followed intelligently, with sensitivity, in ways 
that support quality research (Seale, 1999).

2.2 Methods used and rationale

This framing underpins the rationale for using a range of evaluative activities in the study of NSDS III including a design 
evaluation, an analysis of the data to develop an implementation report, a meta-review of the programme evaluations, 
tracer studies, case studies on good practices, as well as performance reviews of the key institutions. The methods used 
are described in detail below.

2.2.1 Interviews

During the first half of 2017, interviews were conducted as an input into the design evaluation. Interviewees included 
those involved with the writing of the strategy as well as those who, while not directly engaged, were within the inner-cir-
cles of skills development institutions. Thirty-three interviews were conducted. Although these were conducted as part 
of the design evaluation phase, care was taken to ask questions related to implementation and impact and explore the 
relationships that had been created in the implementation of the strategy. In some cases, the interviewees were con-
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tacted several times more during the study so as to revisit certain understandings of the strategy and the direction it had 
taken in the implementation.

Interviews were then conducted for the implementation evaluation. One hundred and five interviews were conducted 
with CEOs and managers of all the SETAs, and a report has been produced on these. The report is not an attempt to 
objectively assess the work of the SETAs, nor is it intended to accept the perspective of the SETAs and give them more 
weight than other role players. The intention was to recognise the critical role of the SETAs in the implementation of the 
strategy and to document the understanding that SETAs had of their roles and responsibilities.

As a second phase, interviews were conducted with those involved at a general level with the implementation of NSDS 
III, and included stakeholders from DHET, Quality Councils (QCs), Organised Labour and the Nedlac community constit-
uency, provincial skills development forums (PSDFs), relevant government departments, public and private education 
and training providers and other key stakeholders. Some 60 interviews were conducted using a broad interview instru-
ment. In addition, some 120 engagements with shop stewards and trade union officials were conducted, sometimes in 
the form of an interview and sometimes using a survey instrument which was completed with the assistance of a re-
searcher. Interviews were also conducted with Ditsela (national and in the Western Cape). Ditsela is the leading Labour 
Services Organisation (LSO) in the country, though its constituency has been impacted by recent realignments in the 
trade unions.

In addition, a number of focus groups and ad hoc discussions have been arranged with private providers, trade unions 
and some groups of managers within the DHET and other departments. These have been valuable in obtaining a group 
perspective on NSDS III implementation.

2.2.2 Electronic survey

The key role-players in skills development are the employers. It was felt that a survey of employers was needed to es-
tablish the nature of employer engagement and the views and concerns of employers derived from their experience of 
implementing programmes resulting from NSDS III.

A representative sample was drawn from the employers participating in the skills development system. A disproportionate 
stratified random sampling technique was applied to select the respondents. This was important to ensure that smaller 
industry groups were adequately represented so that it was possible to analyse and identify the key survey drivers in 
each sample group. The strata was governed by the available database information. Although over 300 000 employers 
appear on the records of SETAs as being ‘member organisations’ - levy and non-levy paying companies - only 23 000 
have claimed grants during the period 2011-2017. Ultimately, an employer sample of 9 000 of the 23 000 employers who 
participated in skills development were sent the survey and 2 000 responded – just under 9% of employers who claimed 
grants. The response was analysed for representivity in relation to sectors, provincial spread and size of company and 
was deemed to be representative. A quarter of the respondents were from small enterprises (under 50 employees), 
and a quarter were from micro enterprises (under 10 employees). A further test was conducted to check whether the 
responses for small and micro enterprises differed substantially from those of the survey as a whole and they did not 
show substantial difference. The survey is therefore an important source of data on implementation and impact.

Advanced statistical techniques were applied during analysis of the data. Both descriptive and inferential statistical and 
data driven analysis techniques were used. Univariate analysis (e.g. distribution, central tendency and dispersion) was 
undertaken to summarise and describe the data in a meaningful way. The focus was on the demographic profile of par-
ticipants and their employment status across demographics (gender, race groups). The analysis was complemented by 
inferential statistics (correlation techniques) to draw conclusions on the association between different variables relating 
to the evaluation questions.

2.2.3 Tracer study of learners

Tracer studies were critical as a way to understand the longer-term impact of skills development on individuals. Tracer 
studies help to ascertain the relevance and quality of the programme (based on participants’ perceptions of this) as well 
as the extent to which it enabled them to access employment or self-employment.

As a first step, a meta review was undertaken of tracer studies that had already been conducted by SETAs over the 
NSDS III period. This report has contributed to our understanding of the impact of the skills development work in those 
sectors where this evaluation work had been undertaken (Singizi Consulting, 2018b).

Sectors where no tracer studies had been done were then identified for primary data collection. These were: AgriSETA; 
Bankseta; Ceta; Chieta; EWSETA; FoodBevSETA; MQA; PSETA; SASSETA; and W&RSETA.
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From a database of 376 490 learners who had enrolled in training programmes funded by these 10 SETAs between 
2003 and 2010, a cleaned contact list of 55 813 respondents was compiled (15%). Contact details had to be collected 
from SETAs or providers directly as there was no central database of learners. This resulted in a skewed data set with 
considerably more numbers from some SETAs than others. This had to be managed in order to ensure that we still main-
tained a representative sample. Once the data was collected the team then undertook a data cleaning process, which 
involved removing errors and duplicate numbers (switchboards). Respondents were then contacted via telephonic inter-
view or by email, in three iterations of the interview phase. A stratified (per SETA) random selection of respondents was 
used. Selection was done using the last three phone number digits, to avoid bias in terms of cell provider or geographic 
location. Interviewers were given lists that included all SETAs and all provinces, to avoid interviewer bias.

Although only 7% of the contact list was interviewed, this amounted to 3 685 respondents who did 4 105 training cours-
es. Taken overall, therefore, the data set comprises a 1% random sub-sample of the 376 490 participants in the SETA 
courses. The vast majority of the respondents were African female (44%) and African male (41%). Coloured respon-
dents comprised just under 9% of the sample, again, with a slightly higher proportion of women enrolled.

Critically, the team analysed the data to understand the extent to which unemployed individuals access and retain 
employment (one level of impact) and the extent to which individuals who are employed and those who were already 
employed are able to apply their skills and achieve mobility (second level of impact). It also sought to understand the 
perceptions of these programmes and the factors that enable or hinder learners’ progression through and post the pro-
grammes (Singizi Consulting, 2018c).

In addition to the SETA tracer, a tracer study was conducted with NSF funded learners (Singizi Consulting, 2018a). A 
database of learners was not available for this study and the team called providers to secure contact lists of learners. 
Not all providers were willing, or able, to provide such a list. This affected the extent to which the team could secure the 
views of learners from across all programmes. Ultimately, a total of 1 483 respondents were interviewed as part of this 
study. These learners had undertaken a total of 1 628 learning programmes. Of the respondents, 93% were African, 
59% were female and 54% were African female.

2.2.4 Case studies

One of the difficulties with a summative evaluation of this nature was to drill down into the details that help explain causal 
relationships that exist between the changes that have occurred, and outputs and outcomes achieved, and the skills de-
velopment system and strategy. Case studies were a way to provide nuance and localised contextual data that explains 
how and why skills development takes place. They may also provide deep insight into how a particular set of activities 
or programmes have been implemented and the factors that influence whether the intended outputs and outcomes were 
achieved or not (Yin, 2006).

More than 30 case studies were researched and developed (and between 90 and 100 interviews conducted as part of 
the case study research). Some of the case studies are comprehensive research projects into specific research ques-
tions (such as to what extent has the artisan programme succeeded in achieving NSDS III outputs and outcomes?) 
Some are focused desk research papers that provide empirical data on an aspect of NSDS implementation (for exam-
ple, career development). Others are shorter ‘vignettes’ that provide an example of, or insight into, a particular aspect 
of implementation (for example, an RPL programme or a skills centre that was established between 2011 and 2016). 
Themes that emerged during the desk research and design phase were explored both in the gathering and analysis 
of data, the employer survey and tracer studies, interviews and the case studies. As a result, a substantial amount of 
triangulation has been achieved.

2.2.5 Participative approach

The skills development system that was brought into being in 1998 is characterised by its embedded stakeholder struc-
tures and processes. Skills development strategy is determined by stakeholders at national level. Implementation is 
shaped by stakeholders in sector-based SETAs. Provincial stakeholder forums impact on implementation in the nine 
provinces, and accountability and oversight is exercised by stakeholder structures. Historically, it has been difficult to 
achieve reforms in the skills system without the agreement and active involvement of stakeholders. It was the express 
view of the National Skills Authority that stakeholders should be involved at each stage of the evaluation. The evaluation 
team welcomed this approach and has facilitated a series of stakeholder engagements, first in the preparatory phases 
when a Theory of Change was developed and methods discussed for the evaluation, then in the presentation and inter-
pretation of data, and then in the presentation of case studies. Finally, the ‘storyline’ and the findings of the evaluation 
in relation to the unfolding story were presented to stakeholders for comment.

The participative methodology has resulted in a good deal of consensus on much of the analysis, and the differing inter-
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pretations and responses to the analysis have helped shape the overall evaluation report. ‘Involving stakeholders in the 
process of an evaluation can lead to better data, better understanding of the data, more appropriate recommendations, 
[and] better uptake of findings’ (Gujit 2014, p.2). This is seen as vital to the imperative that the evaluation is utilised and 
makes a contribution to evidence-based decision making with respect to the next phase of the National Skills Develop-
ment Strategy.

2.3 Limitations

A number of risks were identified early in the project and have been managed to a great extent.

2.3.1 Quality of data

There was a general awareness of the challenge of data. The HSRC evaluation of NSDS II had highlighted the poor 
quality and management of data within the skills system as a major limitation. It was anticipated that similar challeng-
es would confront this evaluation. Concerted efforts were made by the NSA, the evaluation team and the Department 
sector liaison managers and considerable progress was made. Nevertheless, there were gaps in data that were only 
identified when the data cleaning and organising process preceding analysis was underway. For example, the evalua-
tion team was not given NSF data on beneficiaries of NSF spending. Reliance on secondary sources such as annual 
reports was not ideal as the evaluation team could not confirm the data contained in them. Also, there were aspects of 
the QMR data that were problematic, including inadequate documenting of race, gender, provincial location of training, 
occupational location of training and NQF levels. Problems related to inconsistency of terms, gaps in data provided and, 
in some cases, wrong information (for example, one SETA’s data showed that 11% of their learners were people with 
disabilities, something that was so outside the norm that it could only be achieved by inaccurate completion of the QMR). 
Detailed recommendations are included in this report to address some of the data challenges encountered.

It is noted that there were questions about the credibility of the administrative data that was provided. This meant that 
additional time had to be spent cleaning data sets before they could be analysed. In many cases there was in fact no 
data available (for example, with respect to learner details). This has meant that in some cases the data is skewed – for 
example the tracer study had to rely on a convenience sample as SETAs and the NSF did not keep learner data and so 
we could only contact those learners that we could access.

2.3.2 Access to data

A second limitation relates to access to data and the nature of the data. From the early stages of the evaluation the 
POPI (Protection of Personal Information) Act became a barrier to accessing basic data on learners. Identity numbers 
needed for cohort analysis and learner contract details needed for tracer studies were not available as they had not 
been collected or they were withheld because of concerns over breaching the new legislation. The research team were 
not given access to Indlela artisan data. Again, it was also not possible to verify the data or to adequately explain the 
discrepancies between the SETA QMR data and that provided by Indlela and the NSF. Recommendations are made to 
overcome these challenges.

2.3.3 Scope and scale of the evaluation

The final limitation relates to the scope of the project. The budget for this project was generous. It was a well-resourced 
evaluation. However, the scale and scope of skills development is very great. R63 billion rand was collected and spent 
by the skills development institutions between 2011 and 2016. The influence of the skills structures goes beyond directly 
funded programmes and member employers. It is intended to influence how the ringfenced public sector 1% is spent. 
The skills agenda touches on the entire public service, the whole economy and industrial strategy across all economic 
sectors, as well as community and rural development, where every municipality and provincial department as well as 
local DoL offices play a role. It is also intended that supply and demand data provided by the skills system influences 
PSET planning more broadly. This is a huge arena for research.

Measuring impact in relation to such a wide remit is not achievable without huge resources being devoted to the chal-
lenge. The study had to manage scope and focus specifically on how the strategy has been implemented and experi-
enced by the different target groups. So, for example, the evaluation has not studied the entirety of the TVET system 
at further education and higher education levels, but rather on the interface between the skills strategy and system and 
TVET institutions. Likewise, it has not focused on public service HRD as a whole, but rather on how the skills strategy 
was implemented in the public service. There are aspects of public policy that have been touched on that are wider than 
the scope of the evaluation, but it is not intended that this evaluation will make a significant contribution to policy debates 
outside of the nexus between the PSET system and the skills system.
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SECTION 3: DESIGN EVALUATION

3.1 Introduction

The design evaluation is concerned with whether there were any evident risks in the blueprint of the third National Skills 
Development Strategy. It asks the question: To what extent was the strategy design relevant, coherent and technically 
sound? These three themes provide the touch-stone for judging whether the strategy could be confidently implemented 
and whether it would be realistic to expect it to achieve its intended results.

A strategy that is relevant must be able to explain the challenges to which it is responding. It answers the following 
questions (adapted from the Guidelines issued by the Department of Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation (DPME) to 
evaluate policy design):

•	 Is there a clear purpose to the strategy?

•	 Is there a thorough diagnostic analysis of the status quo?

•	 Have different options (for addressing the targeted challenges) been properly considered? 

•	 Is/are the target group(s) clearly identified and how can it/they be defined? 

A coherent strategy is one which logically ties together goals, outcomes and outputs and responds to the question: Is 
there a strong theory of change? A technically sound strategy must be able to answer:

•	 Is there a good log frame?

•	 Is implementation properly planned? 

This section collates the critiques of the design of NSDS III from the stakeholder interviews and literature review. The 
literature review is focused on the strategic, legislative and policy context within which the strategy was designed. In-
terviews included those involved with the writing of the strategy as well as those who, while not directly engaged, were 
within the inner-circles of skills development institutions. Their critiques do of course have the benefit of hindsight. The 
answers of interviewees are limited in their reliance on their memory of events of more than seven years ago. Moreover, 
their views are diagnostic of NSDS III’s faults and strengths in a way that the designers of the strategy could not have 
foreseen. What the policy makers had at their disposal, at the time the strategy was being developed, were various 
interpretations of contemporary conditions in industry and in education and training. They also had past experience of 
NSDS I and II, as well as other skills strategies, from which to draw lessons.

This section begins with the Theory of Change that underpinned NSDS III. NSDS III was developed in 2010/11 and at 
the time there was no explicit Theory of Change (ToC) developed for the strategy. It has been necessary, therefore, for 
this study to reconstruct the ideas that underpinned the strategy’s assumptions on what needed to change, what had 
to be in place to set those changes in motion and the context that would explain why it was thought those mechanisms 
would succeed. This retrospective view attempts to set out as clearly as possible what policy makers had in mind when 
developing the strategy. The intention, therefore, is to make explicit the ‘causal pathways through which change hap-
pens’ (Breuer et al, 2016).

3.2 What did NSDS want to change?

NSDS III was planned and launched just after ruptures in the political and economic context. A new political administra-
tion had been ushered in, in 2009, under the leadership of President Jacob Zuma which had revised election promises 
at its elective congress held in Polokwane (16-20 December 2007). Policy shifts were, therefore, anticipated. But to what 
extent did NSDS III signal a fundamental change?

In the period prior to the adoption of NSDS III - during the period 2006-2010 – concerns had been raised that skills de-
velopment was not adequately serving the needs of the economy. Skills development had become a market that was 
divorced from national government development plans. Public education and training institutions (in particular public 
TVET colleges) had become de-linked from skills development, with few programmes funded by SETAs and the NSF 
being delivered by the colleges.

Moreover, NSDS II was hampered by mounting criticism of SETAs. Concerns were raised over the capacity of SETAs to 
forecast scarcity of skills, to develop credible sector plans and to meet targets. There were also instances of maladminis-
tration and corruption. According to Singizi (2007) and Nedlac (2007), these were a minority of SETAs – 7 of the 25 – but 
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the problem was big enough to call into question the governance of the skills system and in particular accountability for 
funds being disbursed by the SETAs. This created an environment where there was a major focus on requiring SETAs 
to adhere to strict bureaucratic processes. As a result of the increasing bureaucracy involved in obtaining support from 
SETAs, it was reported that many employers were writing off their levies as a tax and not applying for training grants.

Moreover, while SETAs generally paid grants directly to employers, most employers contracted private providers to do 
the funded training and very often SETA discretionary funds were allocated to training providers based on proposals 
developed in processes very similar to tenders. An unintentional result was the growth of a massive private market in 
skills development, described by one senior official as being completely divorced from the intentions of the SDA and 
national development priorities and plans. Senior officials engaged in reviewing the strategy were also concerned that 
the private market operated in a manner that by-passed the public education and training system and so the potential 
impact of skills development was reduced. While NSDS II was intended to be demand-driven, in practise it fed a sup-
ply-driven system of private provision.

These became central challenges for NSDS III to solve.

First, NSDS III put a spotlight on the need to develop skills for the developmental state. That followed from the ANC’s 
Polokwane Statement which pledged a commitment to a more interventionist state, that would take the lead in industrial 
policy and support ‘labour-intensive production sectors and encourage activities that have high employment effects’ 
(2009, p.7).

The second major shake-up in terms of skills was an administrative change with the Skills Branch moving from the De-
partment of Labour (DoL) to the newly established Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET). The new de-
partment brought together the entire post-school system under a single governance umbrella. Work-based training and 
the levy-grant system, which had previously been administered under the DoL and was therefore driven by an agenda 
closely linked to industry, would now be more closely co-ordinated with education institutions. Education, traditionally 
more at home with classroom-based theory, would need to work with a training system that had been more practically, 
workplace based.

One of the key assumptions underpinning NSDS III was that it would function as a document binding education to skills. 
The following figure depicts the skills system and its different elements, as understood by policy-makers in 2011. At the 
centre, in a coordinating role, there is the Department and its entities (SETAs, SAQA, QCs, NAMB, NSF). Their role is 
not simply to regulate, but to actively intervene to bring the various role-players together to deliver the strategy. 

Figure 1-3: Depiction of the skills PSET interfac
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A third significant shift was a focus on public education and training institutions (and particularly TVET colleges). 
Earlier skills strategies had relied on employers to use mandatory and discretionary grants to upskill workers and the 

largest proportion of the available funds (calculated at around 95%) was spent on private training providers.

The shift to working more closely with public education institutions to address skills development was a significant 
change for three reasons:

•	 First, it signalled a need to strengthen the public institutions for skills development. It was acknowledged that 
the public TVET colleges had, to a great extent, lost the linkages that they had with industry and had grown 
apart from employers. They needed to be strengthened if employer confidence was to be restored.

•	 Second, the emphasis on public provision implies a distancing from private-sector provision. It was not so 
much ‘anti-private provision’ that drove the new strategy but rather the lack of public policy driving skills de-
velopment and the near absence of public sector participation. There had to be a rupture with past practice 
and a signal that this must change. In the words of the first DG of DHET: ‘a huge market was created that was 
removed from, and unconnected to, government’s development agenda’.

•	 Third, the thinking in 2011 was that skills development needed to become more closely linked to government 
industrial and development goals and delivered in collaboration with (not in competition with) the public ed-
ucation and training institutions. A new, or at least realigned, skills ‘system’ was envisaged, that would be an 
important part of the developmental state – this being a state which works actively with industry to drive an 
inclusive growth agenda.

In sum, NSDS III was propelled to make changes rooted in the idea that there ought to be greater state intervention 
in skills development and that one way to do this would be to integrate skills into a post-school education system that 
was principally governed through public institutions. The shift of the skills development branch from DoL to DHET was 
accompanied by a shift in thinking. There was a concerted attempt to align skills development to economic and develop-
ment goals and to achieve greater levels of collaboration across the PSET system in order to increase impact.

Interviewees, however, indicated that the strategy never fully detailed its Theory of Change. It did set out strategic goals, 
each with strategic outcomes, and for each outcome a number of outputs were listed. It therefore signalled the chain of 
events that would deliver on mandates – how a range of outputs would lead to various outcomes and eventually lead to 
wider impact. But it lacked clear allocation of responsibility, defined policy implementation levers and the activities nor-
mally associated with a TOC were largely absent. There was no implementation plan or road map. That meant the strat-
egy could be interpreted in any number of ways. As one interviewee declared: ‘It is a shopping list. That is all’; another 
calls it a ‘wish-list.’ Policy makers certainly did not intend it as such – they had clear ideas as to how the strategy would 
address some key challenges. But the absence of an explicit TOC and implementation plan allowed for that perception.

The figure below demonstrates how a high-level Theory of Change might have been constructed. It shows a logical 
sequence from outputs to outcomes to impact, clustering the goals in series.

     Figure 1-4: High-level theory of change
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3.3   Was the strategy based on sound policy analysis?

Many of those with institutional memory of the time, do not recall specific research commissioned for the strategy. 
Neither does the strategy document itself reference research that may have informed it. The document does say that 
it builds on lessons learnt from NSDS I and II but eschews any examples. There were reviews that those engaged in 
the development of NSDS III refer to. There was the Singizi report of 2007, the Nedlac review of SETA functioning and 
performance in 2007, an OECD study (2008) of policy in education broadly that made extensive suggestions in relation 
to both TVET and skills development, the JIPSA close out report in 2010 (JIPSA, 2010) and the report of an expert panel 
appointed by the HRD Council on the quality of SETA plans (2009/10). None of these, however, was commissioned for 
the purpose of developing NSDS III, nor for establishing a baseline in terms of what had been achieved from 2000-2010. 

There was a Ministerial Task Team appointed to report on NSDS II implementation and the HSRC conducted an evalu-
ation of NSDS II. Although the reports were not completed in time to influence NSDS III, there were some findings that 
the policy makers would have been aware of. However, the real impact of these two reviews was to some extent lost 
because of timing. These reports impacted more on implementation than they did on the design of the strategy.

We are left, therefore, to infer NSDS III’s diagnostic analysis from a study of the text and what it says on its purpose 
and goals. We can reconstruct what evidence was available at the time to see whether there was backing for its goals.

3.3.1 Goal 1: The institutional mechanism

The strategy argues that there is ‘no institutional mechanism that provides credible information and analysis with regard 
to the supply and demand for skills’ (DHET, n/d, p.11). Although SETAs were recognised to be playing an important role, 
the issue raised is that no ‘standardised framework’ existed for gathering data on skills shortages.

This picks up on a concern raised in the Medium-Term Strategic Framework which has as Outcome 5: A skilled and 
capable workforce to support an inclusive growth path. The first Delivery Agreement for Outcome 5 is for the Minister of 
Higher Education and Training along with other government ministers to ‘Establish a credible institutional mechanism 
for skills planning’.

Research at the time of NSDS III planning does suggest that this was a valid concern. The Singizi Report, for example, 
raises a concern that in their WSPs, employers recount achievement against plans, rather than reflecting on real needs 
(Singizi Consulting, 2007). The expert panel appointed by the HRD Council advised that most of the SETA SSPs were 
not of a good standard. Skills planning and research was clearly in a poor shape and needed urgent attention.

3.3.2 Goal 2: Lower and medium level skills

Goal 2 states that: ‘South Africa’s pool of intermediate skills, especially artisanal skills, is too low to support national and 
sector development and growth’ (DHET, n/d, p.10). In addition, access and throughput in higher education (professional 
qualifications) is also argued to be insufficient to meet demand in a knowledge economy.

The argument that artisan skills were in short supply was a widespread one in South Africa during the 2000s. The Joint 
Initiative on Priority Skills Acquisition (JIPSA) had identified the shortage of skilled and experienced artisans as a criti-
cal constraint to economic growth. One of JIPSA’s tasks was to find the critical blockages within the system hindering 
artisan development and training and then to fast-track their training (The Presidency, Republic of South Africa, 2008, 
p.46). JIPSA itself was a tacit (or perhaps explicit) acknowledgement that the skills strategy had lost its focus on the 
priority trades and occupations needed for economic growth. The Dinokeng Scenarios also pointed to skills scarcity as 
a major constraint on growth, with an estimated shortage of 300 000 skilled workers in 2007 (Dinokeng Scenario Team, 
2009 p.23).

There had also been criticism that employers had placed too much focus on lower‐end learnerships during NSDS I and 
II and that government had pushed to train large numbers of unemployed youth largely at NQF levels 1-3 (Grawitszky, 
2007).

Very few people would therefore contest that intermediate skills were a problem, or that there was a need to address 
this weakness as a matter of priority.

3.3.3 Goal 3: Role of TVET colleges

Goal 3 makes the diagnosis that TVET colleges need to expand and improve their quality of training provision, and that 
their role in the provision of middle level skills should be expanded. On this goal, the strategy itself notes that research 
is weak.
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Nevertheless, indicators were pointing to a critical need to build capacity in this sector. At the time NSDS III was being 
written, criticism of the TVET colleges included that they primarily offered theoretical learning (OECD, 2008) and that the 
lecturers lacked the occupational skills needed to train people practically.

There can be little doubt that the public colleges did need to be improved and made more relevant to industry needs, and 
that a more collaborative relationship was needed between the colleges and industry, which the SETAs were well placed 
to contribute to. Various reports point to the complexity and extent of the challenges. However, these were not explored 
in the NSDS III document. The commitments seem overly ambitious for a five-year strategy, and this is probably due 
to the lack of detailed research underpinning this particular goal. It is very difficult to understand from the strategy the 
timeframes envisaged or the mechanisms for achieving the different outputs and outcomes. Because of this, it is not 
surprising that this became one of the most complex and contested of the NSDS III goals.

3.3.4 Goal 4: Youth

Goal 4 turns to the predicament faced by youth not in employment, education or training (NEETs). The strategy notes 
that: ‘A high proportion of young people who exit school before completing a senior secondary qualification stand little 
chance of participating productively in the economy’ (DHET, n/d, p.17). Although statistics are given on the size of the 
NEET population, there is no analysis on why the numbers are so high and only the inference that opportunities are 
closed to them because they lack skills. This view has been contested in that it is the state of the economy and the lack 
of inclusive growth that is at the root of youth unemployment. Those stakeholders who accept the notion that lack of skills 
is an inhibiting factor in youth unemployment also point to the poor foundational education that they have when leaving 
school. They argue that it is very difficult, if not impossible for the skills strategy and system to address this problem.

This is perhaps one of the least evidence-based discussions and one of the most critical in relation to strategy. The 
question, ‘Is it possible for a skills system to address the problem of youth unemployment?’ (particularly when it was 
established to address the skills needs of workers and new entrants to employment) was left unanswered in the devel-
opment of NSDS III. The implied answer is that it can and should be addressed. The problem is that (similar to Goal 3) 
the challenge is so extensive (over 3 million young people and growing) that the skills strategy cannot possibly address 
it in full. The precise role of the skills system, and its relation to other institutions engaged in addressing the challenge, 
remains unclear.

3.3.5 Goal 5: The economy

Goal 5 contends that: ‘South Africa is challenged by low productivity in the workplace, as well as slow transformation 
of the labour market and a lack of mobility of the workforce (DHET, n/d, p.18). Those assessments can be upheld by 
contemporary statistics. Much less clear is the argument that this is ‘largely as a result of inadequate training for those 
already in the labour market’ (DHET, n/d, p.18). There would appear to be very limited research into the skills levels of 
existing workers, and the suitability of skills to enable workers to adapt to change and achieve career progression. Given 
that one of the core intentions of the SDA is the expansion of skills development of workers and improving productivity 
and return on investment in skills, it seems that more research was needed to clarify the approach to the training and 
upskilling of employed workers.

3.3.6 Goal 6: SMMEs

Goal 6 also maintains that lack of skills acts as a ‘key constraint’ to the sustainability and growth of small enterprises 
and cooperatives. Research at the time suggested that there were a range of challenges faced by small businesses, 
including inability to access finance, premises and machinery, crime, high interest rates, lack of access to markets, cer-
tain aspects of labour legislation, as well as hard (production) skills, business skills and ‘soft’ skills related for problem 
solving and communications (Olawale & Garwe, 2010).

So, this goal was based on an analysis that was broadly shared. Few would dispute the need for skills training in small 
enterprises, or the difficulties that SMMEs faced in accessing training.

3.3.7 Goal 7: The capable and developmental state

Goal 7 commits to increasing the capacity of the public sector as a way to improve service delivery and build a develop-
mental state. This goal judges service delivery as ‘often far from the quality that is needed’ (DHET, n/d, p.21) and holds 
that ‘there is unanimous agreement’ that skills gaps in the public sector is one of the reasons for this.

The Strategic Framework for Human Resource Development for the Public Service: Vision 2015, acknowledges that 
‘capacity development in the Public Service has only just begun to make in-roads on performance and service delivery’ 
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(DPSA, n/d, p.39). A review conducted at the end of 2006 suggests a number of reasons for this, including that HRD 
units were generally under-staffed; HRD operations and finance were fragmented; and, the framework of responsibilities 
in HRD was diverse and sometimes unclear and incoherent. Quality of training was also said to be variable. In addition, 
while more funds were generally available for training, these were not fully or effectively used.

3.3.8 Goal 8: Career development

Goal 8 notes a lack of career and vocational guidance for youth, particularly at a school level. Research commissioned 
by SAQA confirms this assessment. It notes that ‘beyond Life Orientation teachers and community outreach services, 
there is practically no infrastructure for careers development assistance to most people. The key voids in information 
and guidance provision are: lack of coordination; no comprehensive, national, independent, good quality, publicly avail-
able information; no national strategic policy leadership in the field; no models for systemic Careers Guidance delivery; 
paltry funding to outreach organisations; and no public recognition that support and accessibility are intertwined’ (Fleder-
man, 2009, p.25).

3.3.9 Conclusion

In sum, the status quo at the time of the strategy’s design is drawn in broad brushstrokes. For example, under the sec-
tion on the purpose of NSDS III, ‘pressing challenges’ are described as ‘inadequate skills levels and poor work readiness 
of many young people leaving formal secondary and tertiary education and entering the labour market for the first time’ 
(DHET, n/d, p.6). The strategy does not alert the reader to any data, so it is unclear whether that conclusion applies 
across all sectors. There is also no baseline from which to judge targets and improvements.

In its defence, NSDS III is a political document and not a research report. It takes as its starting point that the analysis of 
the status quo is generally accepted as stated. But without a research bibliography, the consensus amongst interview-
ees seems to be that there was inadequate evidence gathered through research as a basis for the strategy. Even those 
most closely involved in the development of NSDS III accept this weakness, explaining it by reference to the fact that 
more attention was spent on creating a new department and managing the transition of skills to the new department, 
than to researching for strategy post 2010. 

As a result, many respondents in the stakeholder’s interviews did not believe the strategy was sufficiently needs-driven. 
As one interviewee points out, targets were based on national policy imperatives but without consideration of the impact 
of the financial crisis of 2008 and the ensuing economic recession or analysis of the markets and the various pressures 
on companies and on their approach to skills development.

3.4 Is the design of the strategy conceptually clear and coherent?

NSDS III often opens itself to several alternative interpretations. Some examples follow:

3.4.1 Development broadly or the economy?

The strategy has both developmental and economic goals – promising to respond ‘to the needs of the labour market 
and social equity’ (DHET, n/d, p.6). Although these aims are not necessarily in tension, there may be instances where 
a trade-off has to be made between choosing skills that have economic rewards, and skills that meet developmental 
rewards. This is an important set of choices that were not made in NSDS III, and which have caused some uncertainty 
in the system.

3.4.2 Low, medium or high skills approach?

NSDS III is not clearly focused in its commitment to either a low, intermediate or high skills approach. All are mentioned, 
and none are specifically given greater priority. Perhaps there is a greater commitment (in terms of the number of 
specific outputs) on intermediate or middle level skills including artisans, but this is not explicitly stated. There is gen-
eral agreement amongst interviewees that NSDS III, particularly in relation to the artisan trades, is a move away from 
learnerships (promoted under NSDS I and II) back towards the apprenticeships system that had nearly collapsed in the 
period between 2000 and 2006 and was gradually being rebuilt as a result of the JIPSA artisan project. The strategy 
points out that there had been ‘an over-emphasis on NQF level 1-3 learnerships, with insufficient progression towards 
more appropriate (intermediate and higher) skills required for growth sectors in a knowledge economy. There is a need 
for much more substantial programmes that improve qualifications, support career-pathing, enable greater flexibility and 
mobility and increase productivity’ (DHET, n/d, p.5). Special attention is meant to be placed on intermediate skills - ar-
tisanal, technical and professional fields - which the strategy calls ‘fundamental to the development and growth of our 
economy’ (DHET, n/d, p.6).
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However, there are signals in the NSDS III document that confuse this straight-forward message on intermediate skills. 
On the one hand, the strategy appears to suggest that the urgency is to address those with low-end skills, those NEETs 
and unemployed and new entrants. It is mentioned as it’s ‘purpose’ that: ‘The emphasis is particularly on those who do 
not have relevant technical skills or adequate reading, writing and numeracy skills to enable them to access employ-
ment’ (DHET, n/d, p. 5).

But, on the other hand, the strategy also says that it will support ‘production of priority skills in high-level occupationally 
directed programmes in the entire skills development pipeline, from universities and colleges to the workplace’ (DHET, 
n/d, p.13). Preference is thus to be given to ‘professional, vocational, technical and academic learning (PIVOTAL) pro-
grammes.’ It is worth noting that although this acronym was in some ways a clever way of summarising the intention 
of the Department it was somewhat confusing in that although it was clearly intended to denote an occupational focus, 
the word ‘occupation’ does not feature. PIVOTAL could therefore be interpreted as almost any programme that led to a 
person gaining a qualification that had value in the labour market. Perhaps that was the intention, but it was not explicit.

3.4.3  The ‘narrow occupational’ versus ‘broader vocational’ debate

There is an intense debate amongst skills development stakeholders as to the nature of technical and vocational training 
needed for flexibility. Some argue for occupational qualifications where the focus is training a person to do a specific set 
of tasks within a trade or occupation. Others argue that a broad ‘vocational’ or ‘technical’ education is what is needed. 
John Buchanan, a visiting academic from Australia, suggested to the LMIP colloquium in September 2016 that some 
middle ground may be needed that enables both to be achieved. However, his key message was that we must engage 
with this discussion and find an agreed approach. The South African skills system seems to have adopted the ‘narrow 
occupational’ approach without a thorough discussion. There are therefore unresolved tensions between the education 
and training stakeholders as to how to understand and address the issue of equipping young people entering the labour 
market to be flexible in their choice of occupations and have the ability to adapt to change (LMIP Colloquium Report, 
2016).

3.4.4 Demand or supply driven?

There are also differences in opinion over whether NSDS III is more of a supply-side or demand-side driven strategy. 
On the one hand, there was an understanding that NSDS III had moved away from a one-size fits all approach to skills 
development and was more sectorally-focused. It was therefore responding to the demands of employers in relation to 
skills within specific sectors where sector stakeholders themselves determined the agenda of skills development. The 
Minister’s foreword in the NSDS III states: ‘SETAs must become recognised experts in relation to skills demand within 
their sector’ (DHET, n/d, p.3). Accordingly, as one interviewee explains: ‘This strategy did not place responsibility for 
training and education on all role players, the emphasis was on employers and not on the workforce’. The key instrument 
for reflecting demand was the WSP, with employers setting out skills needs, which were updated each year and which 
the SETA took as indicating current demand.

In addition, there are skills linked to future industrial strategy and plans that also constitute demand. For example, if 
government decides to develop the maritime oil and gas industry around Saldanha Bay, demand-side planning requires 
skills to be produced that are not in demand from existing employers but will be when the industry takes off. So, de-
mand-driven implies both current and future need. Many stakeholders believed that NSDS III was intended to be such 
a demand-driven strategy.

But a counter view to the demand-driven approach, is that the focus of the strategy is on ensuring provision (supply) 
of skills development, specifically because there is much prominence given to supporting, and building the capacity of, 
public TVET colleges. In other words, the driving purpose of the strategy was to make the public colleges and universi-
ties more responsive to industry. There is also an undertaking in the strategy to incentivise training and skills develop-
ment capacity in the cooperative, NGO and trade union sectors, including community and worker education initiatives. 
There seems to be, on balance, therefore, a shift towards focusing on the supply side and strengthening public-sector 
supply-side institutions and programmes, and a move away from the previously articulated strategy of empowering em-
ployers to identify need and to respond to that need by expanding training within and for their workplaces – a ‘demand 
driven’ understanding.

3.5 Conclusion

In sum, then, NSDS III articulates its purpose in broad terms. That may be a reflection of its ambition. This was not an 
error in planning but rather a deliberately broad enabling strategy. Rather than choosing between a high, intermediate or 
low skill-approach; or between a supply-driven or demand-driven strategy, the intention was to cover the range of pos-
sibilities. As one interviewee noted, NSDS III was a ‘policy framework’ within which different implementers would select 
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aspects and drive them in their sphere of work. It was not intended to instruct every implementing agent what to do. It 
allowed flexibility within a broad framework of goals, outcomes and outputs. It was acknowledged by most stakeholders 
that this was welcomed at the time as being a more flexible approach than NSDS II which was viewed as being more 
prescriptive.

The draw-back, however, of such a wide resolve is that there is no collective pull of resources and attention on a more 
singular purpose. Many successful skills systems and strategies globally have succeeded because of their clearly de-
fined focus. By channelling resources towards lucidly spelt out priorities, measurable progress can be achieved in those 
areas. A ‘policy framework’ approach means that stakeholders can interpret the strategy differently and find evidence 
for their understanding of the strategy from different parts of the document. As one interviewee explains: ‘Maybe it is 
fuzzily formulated and slightly contradictory if you think of the equity and competitiveness agenda, but some people in 
the system are able to nevertheless use it in a way that is probably aligned to the purpose of the Act. So maybe you 
want something broad, but it allows people to make their own sense. The challenge is that most do not make any useful 
sense of it’.

On balance, and taking account of the context at the time, having a wide range of aims may be viewed positively. It 
should be read as an enabling framework, flexible enough for different stakeholders to use according to their particular 
sectoral needs. In other words, it is probably sensible in an evaluation of the strategy to accept the basic intention (to 
provide a broad enabling framework) and to evaluate it on that basis. Much then depends on how the strategy as a 
whole is able to be used and read coherently even as sectors choose to follow slightly different paths.

SECTION 4: IMPLEMENTATION

This section of the report explores NSDS implementation. It starts in sub-section 4.1 with an examination of the plan-
ning, operational management and governance arrangements that were put in place. It then in sub-section 4.2 examines 
Goal 1 on skills planning and research. It then looks at institutions of implementation and their roles and capacity in 
sub-section 4.3. In the final sub-section 4.4, spending on skills development is analysed and explained.

4.1 Operational management and governance

4.1.1   Structuring and operational management of NSDS III implementation

This analysis draws mainly on desk research and interviews with managers in the Department and its entities. Individ-
ual interviewees are not identified as the interviews were conducted on the basis of confidentiality. This is the normal 
practice in what the evaluation team describes as an ‘OD review’ of the Department and its entities. The intention was 
to encourage managers to be open and self-critical without being identified. Inevitably, there were differences of opinion 
and even of recollections of events, and in such situations the researcher concludes on the basis of evidence provided. 

Extensive reading of strategic plans and annual reports, as well as documents provided by those interviewed, enabled 
the researchers to piece together the arrangements that were put in place and the gaps. The analysis and findings were 
presented to stakeholders, where there was general agreement. Where the analysis was questioned, further interviews 
were conducted.

In 2009 a new Ministry and Department was formed from the TVET and HE branches in the Department of Education 
and the Skills Branch in the Department of Labour. The work of establishing the new skills branch, addressing challeng-
es identified in the 2008 Nedlac SETA review, and shifting the skills system in a new direction, was an enormous chal-
lenge. It was never going to be easy. Senior people did not move across with the functions, and there were appointments 
made to some senior positions of people who had limited knowledge of, or experience in, skills development. Some that 
transferred had different views on the way forward to that of the new leadership.

Although primary responsibility for the management of the skills development system and ensuring implementation of 
NSDS III lies with the DHET Skills Branch, there are aspects of strategy where responsibility resides in other branches 
and linked institutions. There are also parts of the system over which the Skills Branch has no control and only limited 
influence. For example, the National Skills Fund consults with the NSA but the accounting authority is the Director Gen-
eral. The following diagram simplifies (perhaps over simplifies) a complex matrix within which the Skills Branch must 
coordinate, manage and monitor strategy implementation.
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Figure 4-1: Structure of the skills system

4.1.1.1 The Skills Branch

The Skills Branch inherited from DoL has a number of functions. These include: SETA support, SETA performance 
monitoring, oversight of the QCTO, outreach and communications, including the secretariat of the NSA, and Indlela, the 
artisan trade test centre that had become the location for the national artisan development project and NAMB. 

In 2011, a National Treasury GTAC team (then TAU) facilitated a process that reviewed the structure of the Skills Branch 
and developed an M&E framework for NSDS III. (DHET GTAC OD review, branch structure and M&E framework, 2011). 
This review culminated in a new structure being agreed. The most significant change was in relation to the monitoring 
function of the Branch. Historically, the SETA monitoring unit monitored SETA achievements against NSDS targets. The 
mechanism was the Quarterly Monitoring Report (QMR) which was mainly focused on numerical achievements. It was 
agreed that the M&E function must be much more than this and focus more on quality, cost, and impact. The Perfor-
mance Monitoring Unit would become a Chief Directorate (as would the skills system support unit) and monitoring would 
be ramped up. The report was not implemented. It is not clear exactly what the reasons were.

There was disagreement within DHET management over the recommendation that the Skills Branch strengthen its M&E 
capacity, as there were those within the Department who believed that M&E should be for the whole of PSET and locat-
ed in the Planning Branch. There was and remains a tension between strengthening capacity to manage skills develop-
ment and building a unified PSET system. Whatever the reason, in 2011 an important opportunity was lost to strengthen 
the branch and reposition it to be more effective in addressing the complexity of NSDS implementation.

The result of not implementing the GTAC facilitated proposed branch structure, was that no significant change was 
made to the structure that came over from DoL. It was left to the pre-existing units of the branch to address both the 
inherited challenges and take the skills system in a new direction. Structure did not follow strategy.

4.1.1.2  The National Skills Fund 

The NSF played an important role in the shifts that were signalled in NSDS III. It drove skills development implementa-
tion is areas of the strategy that SETAs found difficult. For example, the NSF allocated funds to strengthen infrastructure 
in the public TVET colleges, to support research into skills development and TVET, to train cooperatives and to help 
bring state owned entities such as Eskom and Transnet back into the training of artisans for the wider economy and 
not just their own needs. The NSF inherited from the Department of Labour had limited capacity to plan, manage and 
monitor spending - evidenced by the lack of learner and employer data that was available to the evaluation team - but 
from 2014 capacity was built and currently the NSF is positioned to do a more effective job in implementing the skills 
strategy going forward.
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4.1.1.3 The TVET Branch

Given the central NSDS III aim of delivery of skills development through the public TVET colleges, there was a need 
for a structure to achieve this. Nothing was done immediately to establish a structure that would enable TVET NSDS 
outcomes. In the words of a senior TVET manager, ‘NSDS III was a Skills Branch strategy. There was no structure es-
tablished to address things like the NCV or Nated programme reviews envisaged in NSDS III.’ This was an observation 
that the different branches of DHET were still operating in silos even though they were by then part of one department.

Furthermore, there are contextual issues in relation to TVET during this period. As the Skills Branch was dealing with 
functions being transferred from DoL to DHET, so too was the TVET Branch dealing with the transfer of management 
of the 50 TVET colleges from provincial education departments to DHET. This was a very big task and was being done 
at the same time as significantly expanding access to TVET college programmes. During the period 2011 to 2016 en-
rolments in the NCV and Nated programmes expanded from around 400 000 to around 700 000, a huge increase that 
was not matched by a proportionate increase in funding. Unsurprisingly, the focus of the TVET Branch was on this reality 
rather than the priorities identified in NSDS III.

4.1.1.4 The public service

NSDS III set out to achieve major changes in the approach to skills development in the public service. A key concern 
prior to 2011 was that the Skills Development Levies Act put in place a levy of private employers of 1% of payroll but 
required public service departments to ‘ring-fence’ the 1%. Ten per cent (10%) of that 1% was to be transferred to the 
SETAs engaging with the public service and this would support administrative functions, but the funding for skills de-
velopment programmes would remain within departments. DHET engaged DPSA and agreement was reached in 2012 
that 30% (not just the 10%) of the ringfenced 1% would be transferred to SETAs to fund sector skills development as 
determined in the SSPs of the SETAs. This change needed Cabinet approval, which was finally given and was imple-
mented from 1 April 2013. DHET and DPSA also engaged in a campaign to ‘make every workplace a training space,’ 
including the public service. This was an important campaign and resulted in an expansion of programmes for young 
unemployed people.

There are two main types of departments, those that employ large numbers of staff (such as education, health and safe-
ty and security/SAPS) and those that have smaller staffing complements who do not engage in a specific SETA for the 
purpose of skills development (DIRCO and DHA, for example). The former work through their line SETAs and the latter 
(mainly) through the PSETA. There is also a small group of departments who have some line SETA interest but mainly 
work with PSETA (Departments of Agriculture and Transport, for example).

The additional transfers were put in place for the 2013/14 financial year but not evenly. Some SETAs received all of 
the amount, but most received partial payments initially and had to engage national and provincial departments before 
payments could be agreed. In some SETAs the transfers are still not made regularly, or are made at the end of the year, 
or are made by some provinces and not others. So, although a major change in funding of skills in the public services 
has been achieved it is not yet fully working as intended. If delays occur in payment this contributes to the challenge of 
SETAs not spending all their income.

There was also agreement that all departments should pay an amount to PSETA, but as the amounts were small and 
involved a lot of bureaucracy National Treasury did the calculations and decided to pay on behalf of all departments. 
This was done from 2015. For most of the period 2011-2015 the PSETA was lacking funds to do what was expected and 
in addition spent some time under administration.

Coordination and planning arrangements also differ according to the type of department. For the SETAs linked to large 
employing departments (such as education and health) the important planning is between the SETA and their line de-
partments. For the SETAs with smaller departmental workforces who engage with PSETA the ‘GSETA Forum’ - public 
service coordinating structure – is important. At this forum the general focus of public service SETA programmes is 
discussed. Challenges are identified, and possible solutions explored.

4.1.1.5 SETAs as implementing structures

The primary implementation structures for the NSDS are the 21 SETAs. SETAs develop sector skills plans which cover 
the entire economy, and they implement the plans by means of promoting and funding learnerships, apprenticeships, 
skills programmes, bursaries and internships. The SETA should also be monitoring and reporting on all training within 
the sector. 

In general, there was strong support and buy in within SETAs for NSDS III, with a wide range of programmes and proj-
ects being put in place to implement what the SETAs regarded as a flexible strategy that allowed for sectoral adaptation. 
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There was also a reasonably good understanding of what was required. The exceptions to this were the intentions in 
relation to public TVET colleges and in relation to the role of SETAs in relation to youth and the unemployed. SETAs felt 
that NSDS was expecting them to do things they were not equipped to do. There was a feeling that levy money intended 
for skills development was being diverted to programmes that were not viewed as benefiting the sector.

Administrative challenges

If there is one issue that is overwhelmingly agreed upon is that SETA administrative systems are complex and poorly 
managed. This is not the case in all SETAs, but even where there is an efficient and supported grants process in one 
SETA, the challenge is that policies, processes and criteria are different across the SETAs. A very large number of 
companies no longer participate in SETA programmes and the main reason they give is the complexity and difficulties 
experienced. NSDS III outcomes include long term sustainable relationships between SETAs and both TVET colleges 
and universities. However, the systems of grants disbursement have generally not changed and are not suited to such 
partnerships.

It is important to note that financial management in the SETAs has improved with the SETAs performing much better in 
annual audits than many other government departments and entities. Few SETAs have had qualified audits and some 
are even gettng clean audits several years in succession. Although this is a major success, it comes at a cost. Very strict 
processes are now in place for grants which involve things such as ‘due diligence’ and can make it very difficult for small 
companies in particular to meet the requirements.

4.1.2 Governance and accountability

4.1.2.1 SETA accounting authorities

SETAs are established as public entities in terms of the PFMA. This means that they have a board that determines 
strategy and implementation plans. The issue of giving direction to SETAs and holding them to account has remained a 
frustrating issue for DHET. It has also created tensions with organised business, who want to see accountability but also 
want to retain control of how the levy income is spent. This is a critical tension in the skills system – how does govern-
ment hold stakeholder structures to account?

Many senior managers in SETAs expressed concern that the boards were made up of people who seemed to see their 
deployment to the boards as a personal opportunity. One interviewee stated that ‘they see their Board membership as 
an employment opportunity, they see it as a job. The interest of the sector and the nation become secondary – all that 
they are interested in is how they can enrich themselves.’ In some cases, board members were perceived as repre-
senting narrow sectoral interests, in others their own personal interests. ‘There is a lot of self-interest,’ said one senior 
manager. ‘The board members are interested in their own sub-sectors at the expense of other subsectors.’ This reflects 
a view held by many in the SETAs. Another stated that ‘decisions were based on what Board members could get out of 
it. Our Board failed us, and their egos became too big.’

On the other hand, board members express frustration that long-standing managers undermine effective governance by 
not reporting accurately challenges that are being experienced. Some board members who were appointed to ensure 
that the SETAs embraced the changes in NSDS III felt that they were not able to fully achieve this because of passive 
or active resistance to their efforts.

Moreover, there has been agreement for some years within the Department that SETAs do not have suitably qualified 
people to address skills development challenges. During the HRD led Skills System Review there was stakeholder 
agreement on this (HRDC SSR report, 2014). It is a concern raised by employers and industry bodies that often those 
engaging with them do not have a good understanding of the industry they are working with. While there are some SE-
TAs that have staff and managers with industry experience, many do not, and few have that expertise and experience 
across all the sub-sectors they are established to serve.

There are clearly ongoing tensions in many SETAs between the boards and senior management. In many SETAs the 
board members do not respect the role of managers in the operations of the SETA, and in others, managers do not 
respect the role of the accounting authority in giving direction and holding managers to account. Inevitably many SETAs 
end up doing wrong things or failing to function properly and are placed under administration. However, administration 
has also not always resolved the problems and is not regarded as a universally effective mechanism for getting a SETA 
back on track.

There have been attempts to reform the SETA system. A proposal to close the SETA boards and create a single skills 
authority - something that would simplify accountability but retain the stakeholder control in a single accounting authority 
- was rejected by organised business and not pursued (HRDC SSR review, 2014). Another proposal to organise SETAs 
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into five clusters, convert the boards into advisory structures and manage five clustered SETAs from the Department 
(NSDS and SETA Landscape Gazette Oct, 2015) was viewed by employers as the Department trying to ‘control’ the 
SETAs. A huge lobbying campaign resulted in this also being withdrawn. It is the view of many managers that vested 
interests have become so entrenched that it is virtually impossible to make changes (Engelbrecht, 2018b). 

It is the observation of the evaluation team that it has become one of those issues that almost everyone complains 
about, and blames for the problems that exist, but which is impossible to change.

The status quo remained throughout the period 2011-2016. In proposals out for public consultation there are changes 
proposed to the ‘SETA landscape’ but none to address governance challenges. The governing structures will remain 
the same.

As a result of the difficulty in making radical changes to the way SETAs are constituted, the Department and Ministry 
adopted an incremental and targeted approach to addressing problem areas and shifting the direction of the SETAs:

•	 A key intervention was on the constituting of SETA accounting authorities. Legislation was amended, and a 
standard constitution was developed. Board sizes were reduced. Chairs were appointed to each of the SETAs, 
with a mandate to ensure that they more closely aligned the work of their SETA to national policies and strate-
gies. Independent audit committees were established.

•	 The main mechanism available to the Department and Minister is to investigate wrong doing or governance 
breakdown, and, if necessary, place a SETA under administration. During the period since 2011 some seven 
SETAs (TETA, CETA, PSETA, SASSETA, LG SETA, SSETA, W&RSETA) were placed under administration. 
Several others were subject to forensic audits and the suspension of either the board chair or CEO. In some 
cases, investigations have started, resulting in CEOs leaving before action is taken.

•	 Service Level Agreements (SLAs) between SETAs and DHET set out specific targets that SETAs would need 
to meet as their contribution to NSDS III implementation. The SETAs complain that the SLA has replaced the 
strategic plan and APP and that it focuses almost exclusively on numerical targets. This is true to an extent, 
but it is also evident that the SLA has resulted in an improved level of clarity on what the SETAs are delivering. 
Numbers are important, and it is clear that some SETAs are achieving a great deal more than others with the 
same or less funds to spend. So, the SLA has been an important instrument of delivery and accountability.

4.1.2.2 The National Skills Authority and Nedlac

Part of the accountability challenge relates to the stakeholder oversight structures and their role in either supporting or 
blocking accountability. The two structures involved are NSA and Nedlac. In theory, the NSA focuses on skills develop-
ment and SETA performance, and Nedlac focuses on policy, the wider economy and the role of skills in that. However, in 
recent years the Department has consulted both the NSA and Nedlac on strategy, plans and the SETA landscape and so 
DHET is finding itself in a situation of having to account to two stakeholder structures and obtain a mandate from both. 
There are now instances where the two structures do not arrive at the same conclusion and this creates uncertainty and 
makes decision-making difficult. The NSA has spent a great deal of time during the period under review conceptualising 
and planning for its envisaged role in conducting monitoring and evaluation of the skills development institutions. The 
NSA was not well resourced to play its investigative and advisory role in relation to challenges in NSDS implementation. 
The additional function of M&E has not attracted the additional resources that will be needed. A key accountability struc-
ture is lacking the resources to be able to effectively carry out its oversight and accountability role.

4.1.2.3 Oversight of the QCTO

The creation of the Quality Council for Trades and Occupations (QCTO) was an important step taken prior to NSDS 
III. The intention was that the QCTO would develop and quality assure a set of occupational qualifications that were 
supported by employers and implemented as part of SETA plans. This occupational sub-system needs to work with 
the quality councils of the other sub-systems (TVET and Higher Education) to achieve coherence across the National 
Qualifications Framework. The new Department had to address role clarification and funding issues. The SETA Grant 
Regulations provided for some funding to the QCTO (0.5% of the levy) from 2013, but the challenge of capacity contin-
ued and much of the quality assurance work, related to occupational qualifications, remained with the SETAs. It was the 
intention to bring the National Artisan Moderating Body (NAMB) into the QCTO but this did not happen.

There is a challenge for DHET in the management of the QCTO. The QCTO had been established to oversee the devel-
opment and quality assurance of occupational qualifications. But the QCTO did not have the capacity to take on this role, 
nor the funding to develop the capacity (DPME, 2018). In spite of the additional money from the SETAs, the problems 
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of capacity continued, and the functions that have (in theory) transferred to the QCTO from SETAs have essentially 
been transferred without the budget that was allocated in the SETAs. As a result, the functions are being contracted 
back to SETAs in the form of Development Quality Partnerships (DQPs) and Assessment Quality Partnerships (AQPs). 
This was not the intention of the Department but there has been little it can do. Because the legislation established an 
independent accounting authority for the QCTO, DHET is faced with a situation where it can try to influence the QCTO 
at board meetings and in bilateral meetings but does not have the power or capacity to ensure that the QCTO does what 
it is required to do to implement NSDS III.

4.1.2.4 National Skills Fund oversight 

The accounting authority for the NSF is the Director General. In developing its plans, the NSF consults the NSA and 
the NSA approves the overall funding framework. However, the actual spending each year is determined in the Annual 
Performance Plan (APP) of the NSF and is not formally approved by the NSA, but rather the Director General.

One of the reasons for BUSA fighting so hard on the SETA Grant Regulations of 2012 was that they believed the NSA 
had not been properly consulted, as required by the SDA. The other was that the funds transferred from SETAs to the 
NSF would essentially be used for supplementing gaps in fiscal funding. Business accepted that 20% of the levy income 
could be used by the Department as it saw fit but objected strongly to SETA funds being ‘swept’ into the NSF and used 
(without accountability to stakeholders) to fund the public PSET system.

4.1.2.5 Provincial skills development forums (PSDFs)

Provincial skills development forums located within the skills units of the offices of different Premiers include repre-
sentatives from TVET colleges, SETAs and industry, as well as national, provincial and local government, organised 
labour, the provider community, NGOs and community organisations, and others. Through this forum there is greater 
understanding of the skills needs of the province, and opportunities to network and form partnerships. The effectiveness 
of these forums is uneven across provinces, but they have become an important part of making the skills system more 
accessible and accountable at provincial level.

4.1.3 Conclusion

DHET inherited a skills branch with a complex set of functions and an array of institutions through which to lead and 
manage implementation of strategy. It attempted a number of times to restructure both the branch and the SETAs but 
met serious opposition and withdrew. The result of not making radical changes in the system, and accepting the status 
quo, was that a new and very different strategy was implemented using the same structures and systems that were in 
place for previous skills strategies. 

In relation to aligning financial resources to the strategy the levers were effective up to a point. The Grant Regulations 
and the repositioning of the NSF ensured that the majority of available funds were channeled towards implementing 
NSDS III. Whether the funds were used optimally or in a cost-effective manner is another matter. But the focus on PIV-
OTAL programmes has meant that 80% of funds have gone to fund these. The NSF can also legitimately argue that it 
too has focused on such programmes, and so possibly more than 80% of available funds are being directed to them.

However, there are weaknesses in the systems of accountability that are inevitably going to result in periodic crises, and 
although there are some SETAs that are managed and governed well - there are many examples in the evaluation of 
exemplary work by most of the SETAs - the continued incidence of failure in some SETAs tends to impact on the general 
confidence of stakeholders and the public in the skills system as a whole. The Department, currently, does not seem to 
have a clear answer to the challenge, and this is partly due to the opposition that occurs whenever a possible solution 
is put forward.

4.2 Skills planning

4.2.1 Introduction

Improving labour market research and skills planning has been a major component of NSDS III. Prioritising planning 
was one of the major shifts that occurred in the functions and responsibilities of the DHET in the period 2009 onwards. 
This shift had a number of crucial components. The most dramatic was the formation in 2009 of a single government 
department dedicated to post-school education and training. Planning under the new DHET required a more integrated 
and comprehensive process across the entirety of the post-school system – including the three core divisions of the 
DHET – higher education, TVET colleges and skills development. A second development was the shift in emphasis in 
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NSDS III of reducing SETA funding support to private training providers and redirecting these funds towards public HE 
and TVET colleges. Again, the need for departmental planning to focus across the three divisions of ET provision – HE, 
TVET colleges and skills development – was reinforced. And lastly, the TVET branches located within the nine provincial 
education departments had now become a national competence falling under DHET. All of these developments required 
stronger planning capabilities within the DHET than had previously existed.

4.2.2 The DHET

4.2.2.1 The DHET and SETA commissioned research

A publication of the DHET released in 2017 lists over 273 research projects commissioned by the SETAs and DHET in 
the five-year period 2011-2016 (DHET, 2017b). This is a significant and comprehensive body of research. The topics 
cover a wide spectrum of issues and display a solid variety of research methodology. However, as evidence will show 
later in this report, there are indications that not all of this research was of good quality and that this research was not 
effectively ‘translated’ by SETA and DHET staff so as to add to the planning capabilities of the skills system.

4.2.2.2 The DHET capacity to steer skills development

The DHET Skills Branch undertook an extensive process of self-review in 2011 which led to the production of a doc-
ument entitled ‘Internal Report on a M&E Framework’ (DHET, 2011). In this self-critique, DHET noted the need to go 
beyond narrow quantitative measures to determine the impact of training. Such measures of ‘compliance’ were needed, 
but on their own they were insufficient to describe skill dynamics on the ground. The Department argued that other key 
questions needed answering such as: What is the system delivering in terms of change and impact? Is what is being 
done having any impact? In posing these questions, DHET was suggesting a shift towards more qualitative methods of 
research.

However, after having decided that a more comprehensive model of research was required (adopting both quantitative 
and qualitative methods), the DHET recognised that ‘no research or skills planning expertise existed in the Skills Branch. 
It relied mainly on external capacity’. For example, no ‘systematic evaluation of the SSPs could be done internally.’ 
There was weak skills planning expertise within the Branch and no support was being provided to the SETAs to improve 
the quality of SSPs. Additionally, expertise on higher education’s contribution to national skills development was a new 
capability which was not necessarily present in the Skills Branch; similarly, with the TVET colleges. Such expertise was 
not previously required and was not monitored.

Adding to this assessment of DHET capabilities to do research and planning, the Review of the LMIP (which was re-
leased in 2017) indicated that DHET continued to have weak capacity to do the translation of labour market research 
findings into planning, policy and implementation. Extensive research has in fact been done. However, it is the difficult 
task of translating research findings into actionable plans that is missing in DHET and not the absence of research per 
se.

4.2.2.3 SETA interview comments on DHET capacity

This NSDS III Review interviewed 105 SETA managers as part of the review process, asking a wide range of questions 
including on the issues of research and planning (Engelbrecht, 2018b). The overall view of SETA leadership is that 
DHET has imposed too many reporting requirements – SETAs need to report to DHET itself, to QCTO, to National Trea-
sury, all in different formats – which seriously detracts from developing a standardised method of data production and 
analysis – all of which are critical inputs into a planning infrastructure. DHET expects SETAs to sign annual SLAs that do 
not speak to the aspirations of NSDS III and SETA APPs and SETAs put this down to a capacity gap in the Skills Branch.

4.2.3 Labour Market Intelligence Partnership (LMIP)

The LMIP was launched in 2011 when the DHET contracted the HSRC to lead a research consortium with two university 
partners, the Development Policy Research Unit (DPRU) at the University of Cape Town and the Centre for Researching 
Education and Labour (REAL) at the University of the Witwatersrand. Once launched, the LMIP and DHET defined the 
six main objectives of the LMIP, which were as follows: (1) Information and knowledge advancement; (2) labour market 
intelligence; (3) research capacity development: (4) institutional capacity development; (5) research dissemination; and 
finally, (6) skills forecasting capacity (DHET and Redflank, 2017).
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The LMIP was also thematically structured into six research areas comprising the following: (1) Establishing a foun-
dation for labour market information systems (issues pertaining to data sourcing and integrating databases); (2) skills 
forecasting (development of an econometric model to forecast skills needs); (3) sectoral analysis (for example, surveys 
of employers in specific sectors); (4) reconfiguring the post-school sector (which focused on skills planning at an insti-
tutional level showing how different institutions have established linkages with industry; (5) pathways through education 
and training into the workplace (in the main this entailed graduation destination studies); and (6) understanding chang-
ing artisanal milieus and identities.

4.2.3.1 An evaluation of the impact of the LMIP

A review of the LMIP was undertaken in 2017 by an external consultancy, Redflank. The results provided a mixed mes-
sage of ‘partial success.’ The LMIP scored well in two of its six objectives listed above - good quality research to advance 
information and knowledge of the PSET system, which was awarded a score of 73% in the review, and research dissem-
ination, which was well served by an online HSRC research repository (DHET and Redflank, 2017).

Another accolade earned by the LMIP project (and the SETA Research Chairs initiative which is discussed later in this 
report) is the creation of an extensive ‘community of practice’ of VET researchers nationally – something which was 
not in place prior to the LMIP. This included frequent engagement amongst researchers, productively focused through 
a shared interest in particular areas of skills research. However, there was significant criticism from stakeholders inter-
viewed in the LMIP Review.

4.2.3.1.1 Disjuncture between research outputs and DHET needs

The LMIP review report sketched a detailed explanation of how the research-policy process works – what they termed 
the ‘research policy nexus’, a process which sees research products being translated and adapted for planning purpos-
es through intensive engagements between researchers and government planners. The LMIP review found that this 
relationship was fraught with difficulty – with problems emerging on both sides of the nexus. DHET argued that there 
was a ‘lack of understanding by researchers of how the DHET outcomes should be met.’ From the research partner’s 
perspective, this was attributed to DHET’s inability to articulate what they wanted from the research consortium when 
the project was launched.

A second problem was that of ‘translation.’ The LMIP review argued that confidence in the ability of the DHET to effi-
ciently translate research products into relevant skills interventions was low, indicating that internal capacity for research 
translation in the DHET is a greater concern than whether the research products were appropriate for informing skills 
interventions. Research stakeholders felt that the benefits of the LMIP Project had not yet been fully realised – due 
largely to a lack of translation into active policies and interventions. Stakeholders also commented that many outputs 
were ‘overly academic,’ too lengthy and not aligned or focused on what the Department actually needed and could use 
(DHET and Redflank, 2017).

4.2.3.1.2 LMIP has limited impact on DHET capacity

Respondents in the LMIP review process perceived only a partial increase in the capacity of DHET to undertake labour 
market research at the conclusion of the LMIP project. Stakeholders felt that the LMIP did not effectively contribute to 
capacity development within the DHET, and its internship, Honours and Masters bursary schemes have not led to an 
increase in the employment of skilled labour market planning personnel in the Department (DHET and Redflank, 2017).

4.2.3.1.3 Forecasting model not successful

Perhaps the area of harshest criticism was the forecasting model. LMIP Review respondents rated this objective as 
‘Partially Met’ with a low score of 56%. The labour market econometric model was developed at huge cost and was con-
sidered difficult and inaccessible to the average SETA user. As such, this did not assist DHET to forecast skills needs. 
A further problem with the model was that users would in future have to pay a large subscription fee, making it inacces-
sible yet again for potential users. Some LMIP stakeholders interviewed saw the forecasting project as a relic of the old 
‘Manpower Planning’ models popular in the 1960s-1970s (DHET and Redflank, 2017).
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4.2.3.2 Final assessment of the LMIP

The final assessment of the LMIP by the Redflank consultancy firm, based on extensive interviews with all the research 
stakeholders, was mixed – two of the research objectives were ‘met’ (knowledge advancement and research dissemi-
nation), and the remaining four objectives were ‘partially met.’ The forecasting model and capacity building within DHET 
are the two objectives that received most criticism and dissatisfaction from interviewees (DHET and Redflank, 2017).

4.2.4 The Skills Planning Unit (SPU)

One important outcome which originated within the LMIP and its deliberations around systems of planning was a pro-
posal for DHET to establish its own skills planning unit. The 2017 LMIP Review noted that strong views were expressed 
that this research management capacity needed to be internalised within DHET (not outsourced). Such a route would 
make the 5-year LMIP-type planning process more affordable and sustainable in the long-term. In this proposal, an SPU 
would be focused on achieving the following objectives: (1) conducting analysis of the labour market; (2) undertaking 
planning for the PSET system; and (3) monitoring the performance and funding of the PSET system.

However, many of the SETA interviewees felt that establishing a SPU is no magic wand for solving all the problems of 
planning within DHET. Its success will be heavily dependent on how the LMIP project and process is handed over and 
internalised by DHET, as well as the level of available internal capacity for doing and managing research. It will require 
extensive expert support from researchers in the universities as well as consultants. A recommendation on the route 
forward to strengthen such an SPU is made in the concluding chapter of this report.

4.2.5 SETA SSP processes

During the reporting period 2011-2016 the DHET continued to review and refine the format and content of SSPs, and 
to improve and extend the SSP support it provided to SETAs. In 2015 the DHET developed a new SSP framework that 
provided a detailed outline and minimum requirements for credible skills planning at the sectoral level. The framework 
focuses on gathering and analysing data to support the key roles of SETAs in aligning education and training supply side 
with employer’s demand for skills in their sector. SETAs are required to strengthen their research capacity in order to 
improve their SSPs in line with the new framework. In November 2015 the DHET established a panel of experts to eval-
uate all SSPs to ensure they were of high quality and aligned to each SETA’s Strategic Plan and Annual Performance 
Plan. Continuous improvement plans for each SETA were also developed in order to monitor and support the SETA and 
build internal capacity (Nene, 2018).

In support of this capacity-building process, DHET also changed the guidelines for SSPs and decreased the length of an 
SSP first to 80 pages and then from 80 to 60 pages, with the requirement that SETAs keep a ‘portfolio of evidence’ on 
research conducted. DHET guidelines were produced explaining what was needed in each chapter of the SSP. Work-
shops were held to explore different methodologies and data sources. The review panel examined draft SSPs and pro-
vided continuous feedback. Another area of reform was to align all of the SETA planning instruments: Sector skills plans, 
strategic plans (SPs), annual performance plans (APPs) and annual reports (ARs). In most cases, these documents did 
not talk to each other with little alignment to a standardised set of goals for the SETA. It was also difficult to see from all 
of these documents how each of the SETAs was allocating their resources through planning and implementation.

4.2.5.1 Visible improvements

The general performance picture for the development of SSPs by SETAs during the final year of assessment has been 
one of improvement as compared to the start of the project (Nene, 2018). Nineteen SETAs showed significant improve-
ment between 2015 and 2017. In 2015, seven SETAs scored 70% or more. In 2016 the number attaining 70% or more 
increased to eleven and in 2017, this number had increased further to nineteen. Five of this grouping of nineteen scored 
more than 90% - these being AgriSETA, CHIETA, merSETA, MICT SETA and MQA. The Panel process and the DHET 
guidelines for SSPs have no doubt helped in improving SSPs in that they all now follow the same format, covering sim-
ilar issues for the different sectors. The SSPs also contain focused and succinct write-ups due to the limitation imposed 
on the number of pages required per section.
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4.2.5.2 Continuing problems: SETA staff capabilities

The single biggest problem facing SETA research and planning activities post these SSP improvements is the reliance 
on external service providers to do the research and write the SSPs. This dependence is related to the fact that few 
SETA staff members are trained sufficiently or are experienced enough to perform some of these research and planning 
functions (Engelbrecht, 2018).

In interviews with the SETA leadership, it became clear that many staff themselves are qualified with degrees and 
post-graduate qualifications, yet, few can perform the research and planning function. Some have developed these skills 
on-the-job, but this route takes years of SETA experience. The temporary nature of employment in the SETAs (varying 
from one-year to five-year contracts) does not help resolve this problem. A minority of SETA managers feel that they 
have adequate skills (Engelbrecht, 2018).

4.2.5.3 Poor data management

Management information systems (MIS) and their effective utilisation are central to good planning. Such databases – on 
learners, throughput, graduation and tracked employment as well as on finances and other managerial processes – con-
tinue to be a problem across the SETA system. It appears as if nothing has been learnt from the mistakes and problems 
of NSDS II where this problem was raised as very critical (HSRC, 2012). Poor data makes proper planning difficult.

Within SETAs, there are differences in opinion as to the adequacy of MIS systems. Some SETAs feel that they have 
effective systems that work to ensure that they deliver on NSDS III. However, one SETA acknowledged that ‘the sys-
tems are not aligned, they are fragmented. There are thousands and thousands of learners who have gone through our 
systems, but we are not able to report on their pathway through to employment.’ According to a number of SETA staffers 
and managers interviewed, there is too much reliance on a MIS external service provider. The integrity of data is some-
times questionable as the SETA does not have access to go back to the ‘system’ to scrutinise it (Engelbrecht, 2018b).

4.2.6 Research chair partnerships

The NRF supports over 200 research chairs across all universities and in all disciplines. However, up until 2017 no re-
search chairs existed in the academic field of Skills Development. This vacuum in national research capacity led to an 
agreement between the DHET, NSF and NRF to launch 6 SARChI research chairs in 2017-2018 in the broad field of 
post-school education and training. Two have been appointed so far, one in skills development (University of the Witwa-
tersrand) and the other on the TVET college system (University of the Western Cape).

4.2.6.1 SETA funded research chairs

With the new emphasis in the NSDS III on financially supporting public higher education institutions, the primary mecha-
nism to do this has been the SETA-funded Research Chairs Initiative. In the period 2011-2018 over twenty SETA funded 
research chairs were established at South African universities (Kraak, 2018a).

4.2.6.1.1 VET research not prioritised in universities

One of the benefits of these SETA-funded research chairs is that for the first time VET research is being foregrounded in 
the university system as a national priority research area. This positive contribution towards university-based research 
on labour market and VET must be understood against a (negative) background of almost no support for VET as a dis-
tinctive academic field within the formal higher education system itself. Almost all university-based schools or faculties 
of education focus exclusively on the public schooling system, thereby seriously neglecting a focus on the post-school 
system.

The SETA research chairs have made a strategic intervention to attempt to resolve some of these problems. They have 
pumped significant human and financial resources into these university-neglected VET research centres, providing 
greatly enhanced opportunities to do quality research on VET. This contribution cannot be minimalised – it is enormous 
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- and ideally, the financial support should continue in the next period. A further benefit has been the provision of large 
numbers of bursaries available to Masters and PhD students enrolled for studies in VET. This has been a major devel-
opment and will dramatically increase the number of expert VET researchers in the skills system in the future.

4.2.6.1.2 Challenges facing the research chairs 

The establishment of these research chairs was not without difficulty. The first problem experienced was insufficient clar-
ity on what the primary objective of the research chair was to be. This lack of clarity existed on both sides of the agree-
ment – university and SETA – and this made the initial tasks of the research chairs difficult. For example, one research 
chair indicated that the SETA wanted support for SSPs and data related to the TVET sector. When the Chair presented 
his own academic proposal regarding the research work he wanted to do, ‘there was definitely a gap between what they 
were wanting and what I’d suggested’ (Kraak, 2018a).

4.2.6.1.3 Academic or consultant work? 

Some research chairs felt that the SETA had limited understanding of the academic process and sought further consul-
tant research from the research chair (in addition to the consultant firm’s work on the SSP). Some in the SETAs assumed 
that the research chair and the PhD students would be experts on their sectors within months of starting the research – 
sufficiently expert to address stakeholders in the sector. However, acquiring such expertise requires significant time for 
research ideas and findings to finally coalesce – something the SETA did not understand (Kraak, 2018a).

4.2.6.1.4 Short-termism and a narrow perspective 

Another problem related to the above issue is the dominant short-termism of most SETA research work. It must first be 
recognised that the SETAs were constrained by the government licensing them on a short-term basis, so they could nev-
er commit to anything beyond the period of SETA registration – which were normally one-or two-year contracts. Some 
of the SETAs would have liked to fund longer term projects but they simply could not legally do so. Clearly, this issue of 
longer-term sustainability needs to be addressed in the future research development strategies adopted by the SETAs.

4.2.6.1.5 Heavy administration load 

Another challenge for research chairs was the heavy bureaucratic workload that came with the research chair contracts. 
One research chair reminisces that what attracted him to the SETA-funded university post was to have a focused re-
search-oriented position and to be able to have the space to think more deeply. In reality, it ended up being the reverse 
for him, with an impossible reporting regime to deal with – reporting to both the SETA and university.

4.2.6.1.6 Limited support from university administration 

Some universities did not make matters any easier for the research chairs based on their campuses. Universities are 
very keen to get access to external income but are not as keen to take on additional HR responsibilities arising from the 
contracts signed. Contract staff have a difficult time becoming incorporated within the wider university community. In 
addition, invoicing and making payments between the SETAs and the universities was extremely slow and bureaucratic. 
In short, contract employment is not a valid platform for the unfolding of a long-term academic career.

4.2.6.1.7 NRF opposition 

The National Research Foundation (NRF) has expressed the most vocal opposition to the SETA adoption of the re-
search chair idea. Much of this opposition is due to the fact that the SETA concept of research chair differs significantly 
from what the NRF’s SARChI chairs represent.

This review believes that the SETA support for research on labour market and VET issues in higher education institu-
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tions is a necessary and critical component of the overall skills system and must continue – but in a way which clarifies 
roles and types of research needed and which satisfies the NRF objection to naming these research positions as re-
search chairs. A proposal is made in this regard in the final chapter of this report which deals with the recommendations 
to be made by this review.

4.2.7 Career guidance as a tool for planning

Career guidance is part of a suite of tools government can use to plan its skills supply. Governments therefore need 
to consider career development not only as an aid to an individual’s career choice, but as a structural means for skills 
planners. For young people the failure to make the right career choice can have an immensely negative impact not only 
on their own life fulfilment – but also on the efficiency of the education and training system (Dieltiens, 2018).

4.2.7.1 DHET and SETA career services

DHET is playing a lead role within national government in developing an Integrated Career Development System. The 
policy provides for the establishment of a National Career Development Forum (NCDF) as a coordinating structure 
for stakeholders. The forum comprises the public sector (including the SETAs), the private sector and career-oriented 
NGOs. DHET is responsible for the overall coordination of the initiative in partnership with the Departments of Basic 
Education, Labour, Social Development and Public Service and Administration.

All the SETA career guides were examined in this review (Dieltiens, 2018). Most focused on the ‘individual’ client and 
their individual career. Many guides are also informed by the drive to eradicate forms of race and gender discrimination 
in the South African labour market. Others emphasised steering new entrants towards scarce fields. In doing all of this, 
however, all the SETA guide books suffer from a rather narrow approach to career guidance, offering only the guides 
with little else in the form of comprehensive labour market support such as: (1) a more active approach to the labour 
market, which would require the SETAs to broker employment deals with employers and government development 
agencies for new entrants to move into jobs; (2) the development and implementation of career pathing systems, and 
(3) upskilling of employees so they can meet the demands of higher level jobs. A passive model prevails in the system, 
which is aimed at matching existing candidates to available job vacancies – resolving the information asymmetry but not 
resolving the bleak labour market which many employees face (Dieltiens, 2018).

4.2.8 Has a credible mechanism for planning been achieved? 

The central question in this review is whether Goal I of NSDS III (Establishing a credible institutional mechanism for 
skills planning) has been achieved. The NSDS III document saw this mechanism as entailing national skill needs being 
effectively researched, documented and communicated to enable effective planning across all economic sectors. Other 
objectives of this goal were that improved research and planning capacity was established within DHET to steer the 
planning process.

There seems to be general consensus that sector research has been strengthened and made more credible. Improved 
quality SSPs have materialised. Skills planning is now viewed as a more holistic process, entailing the improvement of 
entire systems of provision. The LMIP has contributed to this approach. The SETAs have also moved away from the 
‘tick-box’ culture of formal compliance (reinforce by the SLAs) to ‘embrace more effective planning mechanisms which 
have led to the alignment of SSPs, SPs and APPs’ (Kraak, 2018a).

There have been other improvements - moves towards an integrated approach to skills development across all three 
branches of DHET; a SPU proposed and subsequently launched; and a large community of researchers on VET formed.

However, having a good SSP or a centralised SPU within DHET does not instantaneously resolve the lack of capacity 
in DHET and the SETAs to translate research into planning, policy and implementation.

The reviews of the LMIP and the SETA-funded research chairs has noted that the research-policy nexus managed 
by DHET is poorly managed. There is a hope that an internal SPU will strengthen this key capability. This review is in 
agreement that a SPU provides a solid option for improved planning capacity within DHET, but it will have to meet at 
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least two important riders for success: (1) the first is that the SPU will need to surround itself with a significant number 
of expert researchers and planners recruited externally who can help develop internal capabilities. Secondly, such a 
skills planning unit should primarily serve to better understand the demand side and translate that understanding into 
effective demand-supply planning, policy formulation and implementation. It will require clear operational principles to do 
this demand-side work and not slip into the comforts of supply-side bean counting which appears to be the main activity 
imposed by the SLA system.

A comprehensive skills planning mechanism is understood in this review to incorporate a multitude of labour market 
planning tools – including econometric and quantitative tools, as well as more qualitative methods of identifying the 
underlying trends and changes occurring in all of the sectors of the national economy. Tracking methods to determine 
pathways to work should be more widely practiced, becoming a routine method across the entire SETA system of deter-
mining the impact of their training interventions.

A credible skills planning mechanism would also need to be better aligned to all of the other developmental initiatives 
of the state like SIPs, NDP and sectoral industrial policies. The capacity to integrate, interpret and translate this multi-
tude of data into easy to interpret plans would then be critical. While much progress has been achieved towards these 
requirements, a credible mechanism of planning is not yet in place.

4.3 Institutional capacity for skills development

4.3.1 Roles of skills development institutions

4.3.1.1 SETAs role in undertaking ‘brokerage’

The concept of intermediaries playing a ‘brokerage’ role is emphasised in much of the OECD literature on skills develop-
ment and vocational training (OECD, 2012, 2013). It is a concept briefly mentioned in South Africa’s skills development 
policy literature, but it has never been fully adopted as a means of operating SETAs effectively.

One of the major problems with South Africa’s SETAs is that they were launched in 2000 and have now been operating 
for eighteen years, but throughout this entire period, there have been varied views but no certainty on how the SETAs 
should operate on a day-to-day basis. SETAs were set up and recruited staff (particularly the mid- to senior-strata) with-
out requiring any expertise of the sectors they were about to work in, nor did the SETAs provide sectoral training to staff 
after recruitment. This has left a big vacuum within the skills system – the absence of sectoral expertise.

Limited research work has been done to specify the tasks of SETA officials beyond the all-powerful and over-determining 
role of the PFMA in enforcing financial compliance. Is achieving ‘compliance’ their major function? Answers from role 
players in the training sector to these questions do seem to suggest that the distribution of funding by SETAs and its 
‘compliance’ with PFMA rules appears to be their main function (Kraak, 2018b; Engelbrecht, 2018).

4.3.1.1.1 Intermediation

Intermediation provides an alternative role to that of compliance in terms of what organisations such as the SETAs 
should be doing each day. It is about the strategic ‘brokering’ of training agreements/compacts. Intermediaries are or-
ganisations working in home-grown local ‘networks’ that bring together employers and workers, education and training 
institutions and private and public funding streams to implement pathways and bridges to career opportunities and em-
ployment for low-skill workers (Kraak, 2018b).

The more important intermediary role entails working on the ‘demand-side’ to reshape employers’ demand for skills. This 
‘demand-led’ approach throws up an entirely different set of interventions to those commonly associated with supply-side 
VET. It requires localised and regional interventions at firm level to support firm-level ‘adaptive learning’ – strategies to 
improve value-add and competitiveness. In South Africa, the passive ‘compliance’ role has had the negative effect of 
disallowing SETAs to perform a more active brokering function, which would entail pulling together a range of actors 
around a negotiating table to forge agreements (social compacts) about education and training in local and regional 
settings. Part of such agreements would aim to change demand-side conditions which currently exclude vulnerable 
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workers – for example, first-time entrants into the labour market who employers desist from employing. Brokerage can 
sometimes change such exclusion through negotiations. To broker such deals with employers, government agencies 
and NGOs, SETA staff would need some of the following intermediation capabilities: produce and utilise labour market 
intelligence; possess ‘embedded’ expertise of the sector; possess leadership that can accomplish ‘boundary spanning’; 
possess ‘dialogic capacity’; and provide a future ‘vision’ for the sector (Kraak, 2018b).

This NSDS III review interviewed a number of senior DHET and SETA staff to get their understanding of brokerage and 
the extent to which it has been effectively introduced into SETA work – if at all. The main conclusions emerging from 
these interviews were as follows: 

• Stakeholders interviewed saw SETAs operating primarily in a passive financial ‘compliance’ mode.
• SETAs did not exploit fully their ‘intermediary’ status as an organisation operating in-between employers and 

ET institutions.

• Opportunities for ‘social compacting’ declined dramatically under the Zuma administration and will need to be 
rebuilt from scratch. 

• Although there are pockets of innovative intermediation in the skills systems, it is clear that there are many 
obstacles to be overcome (Engelbrecht, 2018; Kraak, 2018b).

Notwithstanding the negative comments above, there are pockets of ‘brokerage’ excellence in the South African skills 
system. For example, merSETA has tried to play the role of ‘Visioning’ to provide an insight into manufacturing’s future 
direction and the skills it would need. In addition, LMIP research foregrounded the role of intermediaries in three sector 
case studies: sugarcane growing and milling, automotive component manufacturing, and the Square Kilometer Array 
(SKA) sectoral systems of innovation. The research highlighted that public–private intermediaries play crucial roles in 
coordination; and that there is potential for public intermediaries to contribute more effectively to systemic functioning 
(Kruss et al, 2015; Petersen et al, 2016).

4.3.1.1.2 Centres of specialisation (CoS)

The Centres of Specialisation (CoS) project – a relatively new initiative - represents a way in which ‘brokerage’ can be 
undertaken. The DHET’s Special Projects Unit leads this initiative, with several SETAs, colleges, a wide range of em-
ployers and experts in 13 trades all participating. In this model of work, SETAs have to do something quite different to 
what was done in the past. The CoS has set three criteria for employer participation: (a) they must be within commut-
able distance of the college, (b) these employers must be prepared to work with the college, and (c) they must also be 
prepared to work with the dual artisan system so that the learner will be rotating between the college and the firm. This 
form of intermediation is difficult to pull off – far more challenging and complex than the passive financial compliance 
model. However, it would appear that in many contexts this is the only successful way to get all the inter-dependencies 
underpinning cooperation, training and employment aligned and activated to deliver results.

4.3.1.1.3 Limited partnership, cooperation and trust

Unfortunately, there are powerful limitations on the extent to which intermediation and brokerage can successfully un-
fold. The work is difficult and complex, and there is insufficient trust in the system for employers to cooperate fully with 
state bodies. Approaches to partnership are narrow. One SETA interviewee noted that SETAs do not see employers as 
social partners with a common vision on human capital development - they see employers as levy paying organisations 
seeking to access the skills levy through mandatory and discretionary grants. The concept of ‘partnership’ in the SETA 
environment is defined by the rather restrictive ‘Service Level Agreement’ (SLA) or a Memorandum of Agreement (MoA) 
– a narrow and legalistic interpretation of the potential of partnerships (Kraak, 2018b).

4.3.1.1.4 New opportunities for brokerage and ‘social compacts’

However, with the new political leadership - since 2018 – there is a renewed commitment to social compacting, a gradual 
introduction of more intermediation activities within the skills system is possible. This would require many new inputs, for 
example, building sectoral expertise, improving brokerage skills and sectoral ‘visioning’, and building trust. It a tougher 
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route to traverse than the current passive compliance role of SETAs, but it is more likely to produce genuine results for 
all stakeholders – including trainees, SETAs, DHET and for the overall image of the skills system in this country.

4.3.1.2 Major changes introduced to strengthen TVET colleges

Having discussed the general function of brokerage as a characteristic of robust education and training institutions 
such as SETAs, the discussion now shifts to an evaluation of the robustness of TVET colleges to deliver on the goals of 
NSDS III. Colleges over the past decade have faced a wide array of reforms to transform themselves into more effective 
institutions for work-related education and training. This section will firstly discuss a number of institutional reforms that 
have been introduced to improve the workings of the TVET colleges and secondly, it will look at a range of institutional 
problems which limit the work of the college system.

4.3.1.2.1 Promoting partnerships between colleges and industry

In building stronger partnerships between colleges and industry, some college leaderships have displayed great insti-
tutional innovation in developing in-house capacities to network with employers and broker training deals to the benefit 
of the college and trainees. Such ‘external interface strategies’ refer to the mechanisms and strategies used by college 
leadership to interact with external organisations. College interviewees claimed that in order to be successful, the col-
lege external interface with industry must be undertaken by persons with a thorough understanding of the college aca-
demic enterprise, able to involve the college operational managers, and also able to engage with industry at the highest 
level and having the business acumen to understand the employer’s perspective (Scott, 2018).

One such mechanism is local stakeholder forums such as the Provincial Skills Development Fora, located in the office 
of the provincial premiers. These fora have wide representation of stakeholders, allowing colleges to link to a range of 
employers and funders, to the benefit of provincial projects, strategies and targets. Other useful external fora include 
provincial committees dedicated to work integrated learning (WIL).

In a best-practice initiative, Orbit College has built its external interface strategy through the establishment of a Business 
Development and Innovation Manager. The main function of this position is to network and scan the market looking for 
new opportunities (Scott, 2018).

4.3.1.2.2 Establishing SETA offices on TVET college campuses

The Lead-SETA/TVET college office initiative was announced in 2012 with the aim of consolidating and augmenting 
TVET college-SETA collaboration towards the achievement of NSDS III aims. It was intended that a key focus of this 
collaboration would be occupationally-directed programmes. Colleges were encouraged by DHET to work with SETAs, 
and to offer greater scope in their programme offerings. In doing this they were required to apply for SETA training oppor-
tunities in the same way as any other training provider. Some of the colleges have done this, but the initiative has been 
more dependent on SETAs than on the colleges. Interviewees suggested that some SETAs approached the colleges 
purely as a consequence of their NSDS III obligations, simply handing over funding to the colleges at the end of the 
financial year, leaving the colleges with the responsibility of dealing with it. In many such cases, the colleges appoint 
private providers to deliver the training, reducing the college role to that of middleman (Scott, 2018).

Whilst there are some success stories, in the majority of cases these SETA offices on TVET campuses have not been 
successful. While colleges and SETAs need to have a common interest in particular programme areas, there is also the 
need for liaison between SETAs, which has been insufficient to enable the offices to provide the hosting college with the 
requisite engagement across the skills system. The responsibilities of the office need closer definition, and the level and 
capabilities of the person allocated need to be defined to include an education and training background, with manage-
ment and industry experience (Scott, 2018).

4.3.1.2.3 The marginalisation of SETA-funded occupational training 

A major institutional problem facing the college sector is the separate funding and employment regimes for Ministerial-
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ly-approved programmes (essentially NCV and Nated courses) and occupational programmes (largely funded by the 
SETAs and other private funding). This decision was made in 2006 with the passing of the ‘National Norms and Stan-
dards for Funding FET Colleges’ amendment to the FET Colleges Act (Act No. 16 of 2006).

These norms and standards explicitly encourage the ‘selling’ of services to the private sector as a way of making the 
institutions more responsive and innovative. However, this dual funding arrangement presents several difficulties. Col-
leges tend to run their DHET funded programmes and occupational programmes as separate operations, with staff 
for the latter appointed on fixed term contracts, thereby creating two different organisational structures within a single 
institution. Because of this, many colleges de-emphasise their occupational training to such an extent that enrolments 
for occupational programmes (including learnerships and apprenticeships) have remained relatively flat throughout the 
period of the NSDS III at between 20 000 to 27 000 trainees per annum – an incredibly low level of occupational training, 
when compared with the 200 000 annually funded learners in the skills system and with the 700 000 engaged in NCV 
and Nated programmes in the colleges.

4.3.1.2.4 Reviving the apprenticeship system 

One of the most successful institutional reforms in the entire NSDS III has been the revival of the apprenticeship system. 
The process of rebuilding the national artisan development system, began in 2010 with the establishment of the National 
Artisan Moderation Body (NAMB). A 7-step process to becoming an artisan was defined, allowing progression routes 
from: (i) the traditional NATED certificates; (ii) the relevant engineering NCV Certificate at NQF level 3; (iii) a technical 
Grade 11 with specified subjects; and (iv) the relevant N6 certificate or National Technical Diploma. The occupation-
al knowledge and practical learning component were defined as the practical application of the theory component of 
learning in a training centre. Other steps include workplace learning and trade testing. Colleges have contributed to this 
revival process in partnership with SETAs.

4.3.1.2.5 Limits to change 

The success of the above-mentioned institutional innovations has not been enough to turn the college sector around. 
There are some best practices demonstrated by the leading colleges and projects. However, these capabilities are not 
widespread across the system.

Another major limitation to the institutional reform process is that employers still continue to want to work with private 
providers rather than the public TVET colleges. This on-going reluctance may be due to the fact that college pro-
grammes are outdated, as well as the slow pace of the state to review the curriculum and develop staff to the level that 
they can teach programmes required by industry. The replacement of the Nated qualifications by those of the QCTO 
was eagerly awaited by the college community – particularly the requirement that colleges collaborate with industry in 
developing these qualifications - since a large complement of the qualification consists of in-service exposure. However, 
the slowness of the QCTO to launch these occupational qualifications has demoralised the sector.

Another factor that discourages industry from using the TVET colleges to deliver skills development programmes is the 
state of the facilities and equipment on which training will be delivered, ‘much of which is 40 years old.’ Technology in 
industry is evolving at a faster rate than the TVET colleges can keep up with, and the situation is aggravated by indus-
try’s preference to work with private training centres rather than work with the public TVET colleges (Scott, 2018; Ward, 
2018).

4.3.1.2.6 No infrastructure spend 

Infrastructure is a significant capacity issue for TVET colleges. Infrastructure funding was provided between 2006 and 
2009, and thereafter no earmarked infrastructure allocation has been made from voted funds. The NSF has therefore 
stepped in with funding. Given the pace of technological development, college infrastructure is now ‘old’. A second 
aspect in relation to infrastructure is expansion of student enrolments, which require increases in college laboratories, 
classrooms and workshops. Since 2010 the college enrolments have almost doubled without the required level of in-
vestment in additional infrastructure and maintenance.
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4.3.1.3 NSF capacity

In the past the NSF had very little capacity. The NSF that was inherited from the Department of Labour typically invited 
applications and those applying for funds would include project management costs. Very limited internal capacity was in 
place to monitor or intervene in funded projects. In changing direction, the NSF put in place a review process that result-
ed in a new organogram that included both increased financial management capacity, including improved and strength-
ened supply chain management capacity, and increased programme and project oversight. There are now director level 
posts overseeing programmes in provinces. These directors should be able to address many of the monitoring and data 
management challenges that the NSF has had in the past and which have created challenges in obtaining implementa-
tion data during this evaluation. Much more hands-on support can be given now to NSF-fund recipients to put in place 
effective project management and reporting. For example, the NSF is currently funding workshop construction and 
equipment needed for the 13 priority artisan trades to be delivered in centres of specialisation. At a critical stage when 
contract documents were required, the NSF was able to send officials to all the colleges involved and give hands on 
assistance. This would not have been possible in the past and this now provides the skills system with a well-resourced 
structure that is capable of overseeing the allocation of the large sums of money and accounting for it in a manner that 
has not been possible in the past.

4.3.1.4 Universities of technology

The distinctive role of UoTs has generally been neglected in the debates about the contributions of the post-school 
system with universities getting most of the attention, and with the UoTs mimicking what universities do so as to more 
positively reposition themselves. However, the logic of mimicking and its accompanying academic drift is flawed. UoTs 
are more important than ever to the new economy worldwide – they should not be trying to mimic academic universities 
(Kraak, 2018c).

South Africa, along with many other countries in the Anglo-Saxon world, chose to reduce ‘polytechnic’ provision over the 
past two decades, primarily through institutional mergers and incorporations. These changes could not have come at a 
worse time, as skill requirements in the global economy have changed dramatically. These global changes have sug-
gested that polytechnic (the term used internationally to refer to applied technical institutions in higher education) provi-
sion has become more important now than ever before. In fact, the current period has witnessed a dramatic shift globally 
in the demand for TVET towards tertiary (or post-school) levels rather than at the secondary (school- or college-based) 
level. A diverse range of countries such as the Netherlands, Finland, Ireland, Portugal and Singapore have witnessed 
a major ramping-up of TVET in the past two decades, especially tertiary TVET (applied higher education) alongside a 
strong economic emphasis of moving up the global production value chain. The shift to tertiary TVET is a response to 
the demand for higher-order applied skills which only a degree-awarding polytechnic sector (not a college sector) can 
provide. Good tertiary TVET systems have two important dimensions. The first is that there are large-scale enrolments 
in the higher education system (usually greater than 50%) in applied and technical programmes offered at (our) NQF 
levels 5 and 6; and secondly, that there are pathways into applied and technical degree programmes in these polytech-
nic-type institutions, and highly flexible progression pathways in the higher system to allow progression into traditional 
universities. This is exactly how the Dutch, Finnish and Irish higher education systems work (Sung, 2010; Kraak, 2013).

In the Dutch system, vocational education comprises 16% of the total schooling system, but 35% of the secondary 
schooling system. Higher professional education – applied or polytechnic higher education - comprises 62% of all post-
school tertiary training. In short, the vocational post-school system is large in the Netherlands, larger than the academic 
track (Kraak, 2018c).

The changes described above reflect an end to the prioritisation of secondary TVET in many countries globally at the 
school and college levels. Secondary education of course continues to be necessary, but one of its main roles is now to 
serve as an important conduit into tertiary TVET. Increasingly in countries such as the Netherlands and Finland, second-
ary VET is not a terminal track or an exit point, but a route to higher applied learning in polytechnics (Kraak, 2018c). In 
contrast to these global shifts, South Africa remains stuck at trying to fix the problems of secondary TVET offered by its 
poorly performing TVET colleges.
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4.3.1.4.1 Core data on the UoT sector

There was significant growth in technikon graduates from 1988 (only 8 580 mostly white graduates) until 2000 (with 
21 221 graduates, mostly black). However, this growth phenomenon as a percentage of total higher education gradu-
ations has remained fixed at around 24% - suggesting a rather weak production of applied technical capability needed 
in the economy (Kraak, 2018c). The period 2004-2005 saw dramatic changes to the higher education landscape – with 
many mergers and incorporations across the system. Six UoT were formed through this process and two comprehen-
sive institutions which incorporated technikon functions alongside university-type academic provisioning. Notwithstand-
ing these important institutional changes, graduations from the six UoT in 2015 as a percentage of total higher education 
graduations has remained fixed at around 24%. There is no expansion in percentage terms of applied technical capa-
bilities in the higher education sector.

The most important qualification offered by the old technikon system in the past was the three-year National Diploma 
qualification. It still remains the dominant qualification form in UoT but over the past two decades, the four-year Bachelor 
of Technology degree (BTech) has grown in prominence. HEMIS data on the National Diploma show that graduations in 
‘Business, Economics and Management Studies’ are by far the largest category (36.8%) followed by Engineering Stud-
ies (21.2%), Public Management (9.1%) and ICT Studies (6.7%). The fact that applied engineering studies is only 21.2% 
of all graduates emanating from the UoT is problematic for a polytechnic type institution. Although the growth patterns 
of the BTech over the past five years may appear reasonable – with 12 650 graduations in 2015 – the share of BTech 
graduates as a percentage of total higher education graduations is around 6% (Kraak, 2018c). 

Similarly, the specifically Engineering component of the overall BTech programme is small. HEMIS data suggests that 
only 2 239 graduates in 2015 out of a total of 12 650 BTech graduates did engineering across the six UoT – amounting 
to 18% of all BTech graduates. This is an extremely low progression pathway for engineering into degreed tertiary TVET 
if compared internationally. It suggests a very weak engineering or applied/technical ‘character’ associated with these 
universities of technology.

4.3.1.4.2 The importance of polytechnics (UoT) in the new economy

Transformation in the polytechnic sector globally has been driven by a changed mode of interaction with other key 
stakeholders in society. This refers specifically to a new applied Research and Development (R&D) focus allocated to 
polytechnics, and the encouragement of polytechnic’s active participation in local and regional economic development 
– an industrial policy approach which is lacking in South Africa.

The changed role for polytechnic type institutions – certainly in the Dutch, Finnish and Irish cases – arose as part of 
the new interactive dynamics driving leading national economies. Contrary to the conventional logic that globalisation 
involves the weakening of the boundaries of local, regional and national economies and in so doing privileges the 
cross-border powers of multinational corporations, work done by economic geographers and evolutionary economists 
(see Amin and Roberts, 2007) over the past two decades has critiqued this proposition and has proposed a new eco-
nomic logic which now dominates much public policy dialogue - particularly in the OECD (2012, 2013). This logic argues 
that ‘location’ still counts, and that local and regional economies are critical to national growth strategies. Understanding 
this shift in the dominant economic logic globally is important as it has a number of implications for the polytechnic sector 
(Kraak, 2018c). 

It is in this new economic context that polytechnic (together with college) education institutions have a critical role to play. 
The polytechnic is a key institution in the wider cluster or city-region that plays a critical and distinctive role in processes 
of localised knowledge formation and sharing, working alongside firms and other co-located players such as intermedi-
aries and private training academies, to promote the locality or region’s economic well-being. These economic changes 
have resulted in a very important redefinition of the role of polytechnic-type institutions. Whereas previously, polytech-
nics were not involved in research activities, in today’s conception of a polytechnic, applied R&D is a critical function, 
often defined in regional settings and in partnership with industry and government (Kraak, 2018c). 

4.3.1.4.3 The demise of the technikon sector in South Afric

It is clear that a number of problems have emerged within South Africa’s universities of technology sector. This review 
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considers these UoT problems significant and the new NSDS IV will have to play a more determined role in building and 
growing tertiary-level TVET.

4.3.1.5 Universities

Universities are the most autonomous of ET institutions, and are not subject to the goals of the NSDS III in the same 
way that the SETAs or colleges are. In previous national skills development strategies, the contribution of universities 
to skills development was not prioritised at all, except for concerns about scarcity in certain professional fields such as 
engineering, accounting and medicine. This autonomy is a universal feature of institutions of higher learning across the 
democratic world. It allows the universities to become strong self-directed institutions, choosing on the basis of academ-
ic criteria to prioritise certain fields and not others.

Having stated this important caveat to higher education’s role in skills development, there have been important contri-
butions from the skills system towards the overall health of the higher education system. Three developments come to 
mind: the first are the SARChI esearch chairs managed by the NRF but funded by the NSF; secondly, the SETA-funded 
research chairs in labour market and VET studies (which was discussed in an earlier section); and thirdly, the NSF’s 
investment in a number of higher education programmes.

4.3.1.5.1 NSF support for higher education

The main process adopted by the SETAs and the NSF to support post-graduate research and innovation in higher ed-
ucation institutions is through funding research programmes (e.g. specific research grants and bursaries for Masters, 
Doctoral and Post-doctoral study), academic capacity development, infrastructure development and the provision of 
equipment.

Between 2011 to 2016 the NSF allocated R5.216 billion towards funding students (including post-graduates) at state 
universities across the country. This equates to 18 000 students on average per year. In a review of NSDS III in 2013, it 
was reported that the NSF funded R798 million in support of Masters studies, R273 million for PhD study and R38 million 
for Post-doctoral bursaries (DHET, 2013). This is a significant contribution to higher education.

Private training providers

The introduction of NSDS III in 2011 witnessed an important shift in government policy regarding the role of private pro-
viders in the skills system. NSDS III argued for a shift in the way in which SETAs funded training providers – away from 
private training firms towards public colleges and universities. Previously, in NSDS II, almost 95% of funds for training 
went to private providers and little to the public post-school sector. In this review, some stakeholders have argued that 
the pendulum has swung too far in the opposite direction, starving the private training sector of any chance of earning a 
livelihood (Ward, 2018). This review has found no strong evidence of a collapse or narrowing down of private providers 
because of this funding curtailment. However, many private providers have shifted focus to not only offer training, but 
more importantly, to provide a wider basket of business services to private sector clients.

The redirecting of funding to public TVET colleges has had its own unforeseen consequences – many colleges have not 
been equipped to offer occupational programmes themselves (as discussed earlier) and have outsourced the work to 
private providers. In other instances, there have been interesting public-private partnerships between private firms and 
TVET colleges to undertake training jointly. The building of Eskom’s Medupi Power Station is a good illustration of this. 
In this example, Eskom partnered with Murray and Roberts to strengthen artisan training through support to the local 
college area, Lephalale TVET College, and through the building of a brand-new private training centre and workshop 
on the college premises. Since 2008 the partnership has trained 789 artisans (65% from the local area) and put 1 536 
Medupi employees through various skills development programmes (Mathonsi, 2018).

One of the lessons learnt from both these public-private collaborations is that these private training centres bring ad-
vanced technology and expensive equipment the public colleges would not ordinarily have been able to afford using 
college or DHET funding. Another lesson is that an appropriate balance is needed in SETA financial support for both 
private and public training providers, and ideally, for public-private collaborations (Mathonsi, 2018).
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4.3.1.6 The intermediation role of NGOs

This review has found evidence of excellent training provision and brokerage performed by community partners, some 
with NSDS money, others funded outside of the skills levy system. The wider NGO community should be more strongly 
included in the future NSDS strategy as their work is generally well regarded. Marock (2015a, b, c) has done extensive 
work on how NGOs such as Harambee and the Mr Price Foundation have successfully prepared and transitioned un-
employed young people through training, mentoring into work and after-care. These NGOs play a critical alignment role 
here, of clarifying for young employees what is required of them in the workplace. Structuring ‘newcomer socialisation’ 
in this way helps youngsters stay the course and slowly rise up the occupational ladder. Once they have a foot in the 
system, they have resolved the major social crisis afflicting most youngsters – of getting their first job.

These NGOs also broker training and employment deals with employers. They negotiate and persuade employers who 
initially are reluctant to employ unemployed youngsters who have no experience of working life. NGO staff play a crucial 
‘go-between’ role by approaching prospective employers for support to host short-term work-experience internships and 
to recruit trainees for longer-term employment. They continually gather information on the world of work and adapt their 
training strategies as demand conditions change.

NGOs liaise with employers about their satisfaction levels with the new employees and often embark on adjustment 
interventions to improve their ‘fit’ on the shop-floor. Without these structured transitions, many first-time workers would 
not keep their jobs. SETAs would significantly further the cause of training employed workers and unemployed youth by 
partnering with these NGOs and giving explicit support to their intermediation method of job placement, mentoring and 
after-care. Closer relations need to be built between SETAs and NGO employment and training intermediaries in the 
future (Kraak, 2015; Dieltiens, 2015).

4.3.1.7 Community partnerships

This review of NSDS III has emphasised the importance of partnership and collaboration among stakeholders to provide 
training services to beneficiaries. NSDS III makes a specific call to include community organisations and members of 
beneficiary communities in initiatives aimed at skills development and employment. Community partnerships are also 
about private, civic and state-funded organisations coming together to bring a wider array of development expertise to 
jointly promote training and employment initiatives for beneficiary communities. One best-practice example of this is the 
‘Amanzi for Food’ programme and its learning network called the ‘Imvotho Bubomi Learning Network.’ It won an award 
for best community partnership in 2017 from the Mail and Guardian’s annual showcasing of best practice in the commu-
nity development sector (Tshuma, 2018).

The Amanzi for Food programme is a Water Research Commission (WRC) funded project which was led by Rhodes 
University’s Environmental Learning Research Centre (ELRC) from 2013 to 2016 to undertake the task of developing 
an action-oriented strategy for knowledge dissemination and training skills development for water use in household gar-
dening and rain water harvesting for cropland food production for smallholder farmers and food growers in South Africa. 
The project aims to capacitate agricultural college lecturers and emerging farmers in the Eastern Cape on rain-water 
harvesting and conservation for teaching and farming purposes respectively.

The project produced very good outcomes for members of the rainwater-harvesting network, with many emerging farm-
ers acquiring new farming techniques which have enhanced food production. The development of extension officers by 
agricultural colleges has also been enhanced through this community partnership.

4.3.2 Overall assessment of institutional capacity

It is evident in this review that the shift to redirect SETA funding towards public TVET colleges, UoT and universities 
has strengthened and grown a range of capabilities in these three types of public institutions, which has been a positive 
outcome. However, significant efforts have been put into TVET colleges, but without visible success, with many of the 
problems faced in 2011 still evident in 2016 and after. With regard to the SETAs, these institutions have been reposi-
tioned by the new emphases on partnerships with colleges and universities, on promoting WIL, and on the production 
of quality SSPs. However, significant weaknesses still continue within the DHET and the SETAs – which unfortunately 
have a domino effect across the entire post-school system – in their inability to develop in-house planning, research and 
analytical skills to drive the institutions of the skills system. The steering role of DHET (which has regulatory power) and 
the SETAs (who govern the money in the system) cannot be under-estimated. If they cannot steer, the system itself will 
not move in the right direction.
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4.4 Funding

4.4.1 Introduction

The skills development levy (SDL) brought in an income of about R63 billion over the period 2011 to 2016. Of the R63 
billion received from 2011-2016, over R50 billion went to the SETAs and over R12 billion to the NSF. The levy income 
consistently attained annual increases above inflation, with an overall increase of 51% from about R10.1 billion in 
2011/12 to R15.2 billion in 2015/16. In addition to levy income, SETAs and the NSF generate investment income and 
other income for invested reserve funds.

This compares with just above R59 billion annually for universities and just over R10 billion for public TVET colleges. 
Although some stakeholders, including Cosatu, have consistently motivated for the amount to be increased from 1% of 
employment costs to a higher percentage, the majority of stakeholders do not support that position. The general con-
sensus is that more can and must be done with the available funds.

Figure 4-2: Skills development levy income

Source: National Skills Fund report to Minister, 2018

In addition to the funding that employers and others obtain from the SETAs in the form of grants there are various incen-
tives in the form of tax concessions for registering and completing learnerships and apprenticeships. The National Trea-
sury reviewed these incentives and decided to continue with them. These have been important as they amount to an 
additional R2 billion a year and employers have clearly taken advantage of this, whether they receive funding from the 
SETAs or not. BEE legislation and the earning of BEE points for skills development has also assisted. The combination 
of SETA grants, tax incentives and BEE points have combined to be an effective incentives framework for learnerships 
and apprenticeships.

4.4.2 The National Skills Fund

Traditionally, the NSF received 20% of the levy income in order to fund skills development for those that were unlikely 
to benefit from grants paid to employers. The focus was non-levy payers, youth, women, people with disabilities and 
people living in disadvantaged rural areas. With the adoption of NSDS III the fund was given responsibility for funding 
‘national priorities’ and so there was a shift in focus. It also took on the role of ‘catalyst,’ funding various projects at the 
start-up phase with a view to them being funded from voted funds in the medium term. The NSF was explicit in its in-
tention to fund initial start-up costs but not fund personnel and other ongoing costs on a permanent basis. The intention 
was to enable the state to drive key skills strategies as well as to meet the training needs of the unemployed, non-levy 
paying cooperatives, NGOs, community structures and vulnerable groups.

The NSF received a total of R19 billion in revenue between 2011/12 and 2015/16. This was made up of 20% skills levy 
revenue as well as additional revenue received from SETAs. At the beginning of the 2011/12 financial year, the NSF had 
R6.5 billion in accumulated reserves. By 2014/15, as a result of additional income from the SETAs, the accumulated 
reserves had peaked to R11.2 billion before declining slightly to R10.8 billion in 2015/16.
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Figure 4-3: NSF revenue and disbursements

Source: NSF ministerial MEMO, 2018

Since 2011, the NSFs skills development grant disbursements increased significantly each year from about R1.3 billion 
in 2011/12 to R 4.3 billion in 2015/16. In total, about R14 billion was disbursed by the NSF over the period under review. 
This was spent on various programmes.

The 2010/2011 report on NSF spending during the period 2006 – 2010 shows that social development initiatives and 
adult basic education made up nearly 50% of total spend, with critical skills support accounting for 25% of spend. In 2011 
the NSF set out to fund, and categorised spending as being on, four sub-programmes:

•	 Education and training
•	 PSET system development and capacity building
•	 Skills infrastructure development
•	 Skills development research, innovation and communication.

The figure below presents the total skills development funding for the NSF over a four-year period, between 2012/13 
and 2015/16.

Figure 4-4: Skills development funded programmes 2012/13 - 2015/

Source: NSF briefing notes to the minister, June 2018

The annual spending in each of the programmes has been analysed and the following is a description of what has been 
funded in the four programmes. 

Education and training programme

This funding mainly consisted of bursaries being awarded to learners in the university sector, learners being funded for 
workplace-based learning in the different workplace sectors, learners funded for occupational programmes in the TVET 
college sector, and worker education. It was not possible to analyse spending in 2011, 12 and 13. However, an analysis 
of spending in 2014/15 and 2015/16 reveals the following.
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Table 4-1: Education and training programmes

Education and training 2014/15 2015/16
University sector (bursaries) R1 104 033 000 R1 562 173 760
TVET college sector R525 210 000 R446 335 360
Workplace based learning sector R689 983 000 R753 190 920
Worker education R27 895 960

Total R2 319 226 000 R2 789 596 000
Source: National Skills Fund annual performance plan 2016/17

The NSF disbursed R2.7 billion towards bursaries for university and university of technology students for undergraduate 
and post-graduate studies. This was mainly intended to support students studying in scarce and critical skills areas. 
However, no details were available from NSFAS to determine whether in fact the recipients were studying in scarce skills 
occupational programmes. The impression gained from interviews with NSFAS was that NSFAS viewed the NSF and 
the SETAs as a source of funds for deserving students.

The NSF also funded bursaries as an intervention to increase the pool of skills needed in the country using the National 
Research Foundation (NRF) to disburse funds. This funding was much more targeted and included funding for students 
studying with research chairs that were also funded from this programme. Other bursaries funded by the NSF include 
international scholarships, South African Institute for Charted Accountants (SAICA) and African Institute for Mathemat-
ical Sciences (AIMS).

In addition to the budget committed to the university sector, the NSF disbursed R971.5 million towards the public TVET 
colleges. This amount funded learners who could not be funded from voted funds (the so called ‘over enrolment’) and 
unemployed learners in occupational programmes such as learnerships, skills programmes and some apprenticeships. 
Again, it was impossible to verify that these funds were spent on actual learnerships. NSFAS again appears to have 
treated this as income for funding the huge demand for bursaries and expenses for the expanded number of NCV and 
Nated students in mainstream TVET college programmes. During the period 2011-2016 the TVET student population 
increased from 400 000 to 700 000, mostly young people from poor backgrounds. The NSF is acknowledged as having 
made it possible to provide a significant proportion of these students with the means to pay the fees and sustain them-
selves during their studies.

About R1.4 billion was disbursed towards workplace-based learning initiatives, as well as skills programmes. This 
consists of, amongst others, projects with government departments, artisan development with state owned enterprises 
(SOEs), the Work-Integrated Learning Programme and other projects related to SMME and co-operative development, 
rural development and oceans economy. This was part of the attempt to achieve the broader goal of addressing the 
national key imperatives. On the SMME and co-operative development, the NSF funded Letsatsi co-operative develop-
ment programme with a total funding of R163 million (NSF, 2015/16). The project ran over three years from July 2012 
to June 2015. 

PSET system development

The NSF disbursed a total of R3.2 billion towards PSET system development between 2011/12 and 2015/16 and R1.7 
billion between 2014/15 and 2015/16. For example, during the 2014/15 financial year, the NSF invested R19.5 million 
towards strengthening the South African artisan development system on a national, regional and local level, as the 
country embarks on a drive to produce significantly increased numbers of qualified artisans (NSF, 2014/15). R3.1 million 
was disbursed in 2014/15 towards establishing central application services for entrants into the PSET system to enable 
the processing of applications into university undergraduate programmes, TVET colleges and workplace learning pro-
grammes (internships, cadetships, apprenticeships, etc).

Skills infrastructure development

The NSF disbursed a total of R1.4 billion towards skills infrastructure development. During the 2012/13 financial year, 
the NSF invested R167.9 million towards infrastructure development, R124.8 million in 2013/14 and R528.8 million in 
2014/15. Of this funding the NSF disbursed R223.1 million towards the development and refurbishment of the 16 TVET 
college campuses (12 new and 4 existing campuses), with a R2.4 billion commitment remaining (NSF, 2013/14).
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Skills development research, innovation and communication

Throughout the NSDS III period, the NSF invested a total amount of R207 million towards research, innovation and 
communication. During the 2014/15 financial year, the NSF invested R53.8 million in research which covered the R11 
million allocated for skills legislation review through the NSA, research on the implementation of transformation, social 
cohesion and the elimination of discrimination in the PSET system (R5.9 million), labour market intelligence research 
costing R6.7 million and research conducted through the Ministerial Task Team on the Recognition of Prior Learning, 
African languages in universities, SETAs, the university funding review and Community Education and Training Centres 
(CETCs).

4.4.3 SETA skills development funding

Just over R50 billion was received by the 21 SETAs as levy revenue between 2011/12 and 2015/16. This revenue is 
meant to be spent according to an allocation formula spread between administration, mandatory grants and discretion-
ary grants. In addition, any additional investment income or unspent mandatory or administration funds are transferred 
to discretionary funds. Of the total available funds over the five-year period, the SETAs spent about R6.3 billion on 
administration costs, disbursed about R14.5 billion in mandatory grants and R20 billion in discretionary grants, leaving 
about R13 billion in reserves at the end of the 2015/16 financial year.

Each financial year the SETAs received and sought to commit available discretionary funds on projects. Committed 
discretionary funds increased from about R4 billion in 2011/12 to R9.2 billion in 2015/16, a 128% increase. In total, they 
made R31 billion worth of discretionary commitments between 2011/12 and 2015/16.

At the beginning of NSDS III there were concerns raised about the SETAs’ inability to commit and disburse the available 
discretionary funds in an efficient manner. The uncommitted surplus was increasing each year and this was a cause for 
concern as it meant that the funds available for skills development were lying idle in SETA investment accounts. As a 
result, the 2012 SETA grants regulations were introduced, amongst other things to improve efficiencies by transferring 
any uncommitted surpluses in the discretionary funds to the NSF. It has to be noted that the grant regulations have been 
the subject of a partially successful legal challenge. Business Unity South Africa (BUSA) took the Department to court 
over the reduction of the mandatory grant from 50% to 20% and the transfer or surpluses to the NSF and the court set 
aside the regulations as unlawful. However, the strategy of using the regulations to shift spending to align to NSDS goals 
was not challenged and so the conclusion remains that these were an effective mechanism.

Figure 4-5: SETA discretionary funds committed and disbursed

Source: DHET Public Entities, 2018

In the first three years of NSDS III, the SETAs were disbursing about 53% of committed discretionary funds annually. 
This increased in 2014/15 and 2015/16. The increases were however not purely as a result of improved performance of 
skills development programmes. The following funds were transferred to NSF between 2013/14 and 2015/16:

• 2013/14: R1.078 billion transferred to NSF for construction of the additional TVET college campuses

• 2014/15: R2.586 billion in uncommitted surpluses transferred to NSF
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• 2015/16: R364 million in uncommitted surpluses transferred to NSF

After the sweeping of uncommitted surpluses to the NSF in 2014/15 and 2015/16 totalling almost R2.9 billion, there was 
an improvement in commitment of funds by SETAs. At the end of 2015/16, about 97% of all discretionary reserves were 
committed leaving an uncommitted surplus of R450 million.

The key intervention, or policy lever, to align funding to NSDS III was the SETA Grant Regulations of 2012. SETAs were 
required to develop PIVOTAL programme lists, that address well researched scarce skills occupations, and 80% of 
discretionary funds would be allocated to these. Discretionary funds were increased by reducing the amount given to 
employers in the form of mandatory grants. 

The Grant Regulations have resulted in an increase in funds allocated to programmes that address either full occu-
pational qualifications or programmes that enable qualified people to gain employment in their chosen profession or 
occupation. Shorter skills programmes have been deliberately reduced as a priority, something that has been mainly 
welcomed, but is challenged by many employers and some trade unions who feel that it has resulted in less training for 
employed workers. Nevertheless, the Grant Regulations can be regarded as a successful lever for achieving NSDS III 
outcomes.

4.4.3.1 Admin costs

The funding for administrative expenses is derived from 10.5% of the total levies paid by the employers. The 10% por-
tion is dedicated to the administration expenses whilst the 0.5% portion is transferred to the QCTO. The 10% portion 
is used to cover all operational expenditure (such as for salaries, rental, insurance, legal and accounting costs, etc) 
incurred by the SETAs in delivering on their mandate. 

The total administration costs across all SETAs was about R6.3 billion.

Figure 4-6: Proportion of levy income spent on admin costs

Source: SETA annual reports, 2011/12 to 2015/16

Over the five years under review, about 54% of total administration costs were spent on employee costs. Total cost of 
employment increased from R686 million in 2012/13 to almost R 900 million. The increase in cost of employment has 
consistently been above inflation, with the exception of 2012. As levy income increased, the total number of staff also 
increased, and as total number of staff increased, the average cost of employment increased from about R393,000 per 
employee in 2013/14 to R455,000 per employee in 2015/16 (Table 4-2).

Table 4-2: Average cost of SETA employees

 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17
Number of staff 1799 1883 1903 2120
Average cost per employee R393,305 R417,747 R455,620 R459,825

Source: SETAaAnnual reports, 2013/14 – 2016/17 (MAS analysis)
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4.4.4 Public sector

The Cabinet decision to agree to 30% of the ring-fenced 1% public service skills development funds to be transferred 
to SETAs was implemented from the 2013/14 financial year but not evenly. An analysis of seven SETAs (AgriSETA, 
CETA, HWSETA, ETDP SETA, EWSETA, SASSETA and TETA) who have reported levies from government depart-
ments shows that a total of R1.3 billion was received in levies between 2012/13 and 2015/16. The transfers received by 
these SETAs from government departments more than doubled from R207 million in 2012/13 to R569 million in 2015/16.

Figure 4-7: Levies received by SETAs from government departments

Source: SETA annual reports, 2012/13 to 2015/16

There was also agreement that all departments should pay an amount to PSETA, but this become complicated. The 
amounts were small and each department had to ask permission from National Treasury (NT). NT did the calculations 
and decided to pay R93 million in 2015, rising to R104 million in 2017. So, this funding issue was not sorted out until the 
last year under review.

In addition to the transfers of funds to SETAs, government departments also have spent on training and bursaries. As 
can be seen in the table below, the percentage spent of the 1% ring-fenced for training in the public service over the 
five-year period averages 50% and reduces over time. Over the five years, of the R1.847 trillion salaries budget, R9.528 
billion was spent (about half of the ring-fenced 1%). It is observed that the total allocation of R19 billion set aside for 
training in the public service was not spent, and that the proportion spent has been declining overtime, from 0.62% of 
the 1% in 2011/12 to 0.44% of 1% in 2015/16. A total of R2.380 billion ring-fenced for training was not spent in 2015/16.

Table 4-3: Compensation budget and total training in the public service, 2011/12 – 2015/16

Year ‘000
Compensation Training Bursaries Total Training % of 1%

2011_12 312 967 863 1 542 704 399 315 1 942 019 0,62%

2012_13 339 222 486 1 573 276 423 449 1 996 725 0,59%

2013_14 371 067 190 1 362 779 428 741 1 791 520 0,48%
2014_15 398 290 847 1 616 244 308 912 1 925 156 0,48%

2015_16 425 273 955 1 526 363 346 235 1 872 598 0,44%

1 846 822 343 7 621 365 1 906 652 9 528 017 0,5%
Source: National Treasury ENE, 2011/12 to 2015/16

When adding the amount spent on training and development and funds transferred to SETAs, the total sum increases 
the total proportion of payroll spent to about 0.58% which is still below the ring-fenced 1%. Clearly, more can and should 
be done with the available resources to improve impact in relation to a capable and development state.
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SECTION 5: PROGRAMME IMPLEMENTATION

5.1   Programmes

5.1.1 Introduction

This section considers the types of programmes that have been provided under the auspices of NSDS III and the costs 
associated with these programmes. It specifically seeks to understand who benefitted from these programmes, the 
kinds of programmes that different target groups were able to access and the extent to which learners have been able 
to complete these programmes. It also explores the perceptions of these programmes from the perspective of learners, 
employers, providers and SETAs.

5.1.2 An overview of programmes provided under the NSDS III 

During the period of NSDS III there were almost 1.1 million enrolments across different learning programmes offered 
under the auspices of the 21 SETAs. In addition, over 330 000 learners were funded by the NSF. That means there 
were over 1.4 million beneficiaries of the skills development system between 2011/12 and 2015/16. As outlined in Table 
51, almost half (47%) of enrolments were in skills programmes, followed by learnerships (31%), artisanal programmes 
(12%), bursaries (6%) and internships (4%).

Table 51: Total enrolments in learning programmes

Learning programme Enrolled
Learnerships 342 591

Internships 42 933

Skills Programmes 516 436

Artisanal Programmes 130 876

Bursaries 61 802

 Total 1 094 638

Source: DHET SETA QMR, 2011/12 to 2015/16

The New Growth Path adopted by government called for increased workplace training of workers already in employment 
in order to improve productivity and the overall growth and development of the economy.

Between 2011/12 and 2015/16, there were 1 032 8361 registered learners in the various programmes with about 77% 
completing in the same period. Figure 51 represents a breakdown of total enrolment and completion across different 
learning programmes over the period under review. 

Figure 5-1: Total enrolment and completion across the SETA learning programmes
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From the base year (2011/2012), enrolment increased from 168 536 to 259 737 in 2015/16. The graph shows a 
decrease in enrolment in 2012/13 and a sharp increase thereafter, with a marginal increase in 2015/16. Completions 
increased from 134 181 to 189 932, unevenly maintaining a gradual increase throughout the year. Over the period, en-
rolment had been consistently higher than completion, with a bigger gap observed in the last two years although there 
seems to be an improvement in 2015/16 when completion increased.

Figure 5-2: Learnership enrolment and completion between 2011/12 and 2015/16

Source: National Skills Development Implementation Report 2011 – 2016

The total enrolment and completion for learnerships were 342 591 and 189 287 respectively, achieving an average of 
55% throughput. The graph shows that between the base year (2011/12) and 2012/13, both enrolment and completion 
had gradually and constantly increased. The gap started to widen from 2013/14 onwards, with enrolment sharply in-
creasing while completion marginally increased year-on-year. By 2015/16, the number of learners enrolled had doubled 
compared to those who completed.

Figure 5-3: Internship enrolment and completion between 2011/12 and 2015/16

Source: National Skills Development Implementation Report 2011 – 2016

A total of 42 933 and 12 725 interns were enrolled and completed respectively, achieving an average 30% throughput. 
The graph shows a sharp increase of enrolment from the base year to 2014/15, and a moderate increase in 2015/16. 
However, completion remained low and uneven throughout the years. Proportionally, there were far less completions 
than enrolment throughout.
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Figure 5-4: Skills programmes enrolment and completion

Source: National Skills Development Implementation Report 2011 – 2016

A total of 516 436 and 517 103 learners were enrolled and completed respectively, in skills programmes, achieving 
100% throughput. It is assumed that a significant number of those who completed would have enrolled during preceding 
years, hence completion is more than enrolment. Data shows that enrolment increased from 87 906 in the base year 
to 123 593 in 2015/16. Completion grew from 87 527 to 127 144. The graph shows satisfactory completion, which was 
more than enrolment throughout the period, except in in 2014/15. However, the decline in enrolment and increase in 
completion in the fifth year narrowed the gap.

Figure 5-5: Bursaries awarded to workers enrolled and certificated in SETA programmes

Source: National Skills Development Implementation Report 2011 – 2016

Collectively, SETAs had a combined target of 52 643 and enrolled 61 802, an overall achievement rate of 117% for 
employed and unemployed. The total number of bursaries from 2011/12 to 2015/16 for the employed increased from 
2 800 to 7 101, respectively. Despite low certification throughout the period, there had been a steady growth from the 
base year to the fourth year. In total, 15 039 learners were certificated, far less than the target of 22 433, a performance 
average of 67%.

In summary: As indicated overall enrolment grew across the programmes. Comparative data across the programmes 
show though that this enrolment was concentrated in skills programmes. While learnerships had higher enrolment than 
internships, the two had lower completions when compared to skills programmes. During interviews SETA respondents 
highlighted concerns about the way in which the PIVOTAL skills are understood, with one respondent expressing con-
cern about the engagement between the DHET and the SETAs suggesting that this remains more focused on numerical 
targets rather than on the other imperatives of NSDS III (Engelbrecht, 2018b).
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5.1.3 Lower-level skills

A specific focus of the NSDS, cutting across unemployed and employed workers, was the focus on understanding the 
extent to which a greater number of individuals were able to progress through lower levels on the NQF. Lower level skills 
refer to programmes within the range of NQF level 1 to 3. Broadly, NQF level 1 refers to a General Certificate, level 2 
relates to an Elementary Certificate, and level 3 to an Intermediate Certificate.

As indicated previously, a review of NSDS II found that there was an over-emphasis on lower level skills. Several studies 
(Singizi, 2007: Nedlac SETA Review, 2008: JIPSA close-out report, 2010) found that there were unintended pressures 
within SETAs, including the way grants were disbursed and how providers were motivated to deliver training, for lower 
level skills to be prioritised. Achieving numerical targets was viewed to be much easier when the programmes were for 
one year or less and pitched at a level that would be relatively easy for people to achieve.

Thus, the NSDS III sought to address this challenge suggesting that there was ‘insufficient progression towards more 
appropriate (intermediate and higher) skills required for growth sectors in a knowledge economy. There is a need for 
much more substantial programmes that improve qualifications, support career-pathing, enable greater flexibility and 
mobility and increase productivity.’

This study therefore considers the shifts in lower level training programmes and mid-level skills and specifically consid-
ers the issue of articulation across these levels and the extent to which progression was supported under the auspices 
of NSDS III.

5.1.3.1 Main programmes funded or promoted through various target groups

The State of Skills 2007-8 report of the Human Sciences Research Council, the Development Policy Research Unit, the 
University of Cape Town and the Sociology of Work Programme was used as the baseline for this analysis (DoL, 2012). 
The report provides data from a comprehensive learner contact database of all learners who entered learnerships from 
the inception of NSDS in February 2001 until May 2007 when data collection closed.

Figure 5-6: Enrolments by NQF level

 
    Source: DHET QMR from SETAs, 2011/12 to 2015/16

The study found that between the 2001/02 – 2005/06 period, a third of the learnership population was enrolled for NQF 
level 1 and 2 learnerships, with a further 14% enrolled for NQF level 3 learnerships.

Between 2011/12 and 2015/16, learnership enrolment data collected by the SETAs and consolidated by MAS revealed 
that 40% of the total learnership population was enrolled in NQF level 1 to 3 programmes (that is, less than the 47% indi-
cated for the previous period as mentioned above). Of import is that NQF level 1 programme enrolment decreased from 
11% to 6%, level 2 programme enrolment from 22% to 16%, whereas level 3 programme enrolment increased from 14% 
to 18%, from 2001/02-2005/06 to 2011/12-2015/16. This could be a positive indication that – as per the commitment in 
NSDS III – there is a greater focus on learners progressing into higher levels.
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Figure 5-7: Learnership enrolment rates for NQF level 1 to 3, 2001/02-2005/06 – 2011/12-2015/16

Source: DHET QMR from SETAs, 2011/12 to 2015/16

The figure below provides the actual numbers enrolled for each year between 2011 and 2015 for NQF level 1 to 3 learn-
erships. It shows a significant increase between 2011 and 2014 from 18 543 to 27 924, after which (2015) it declined 
with the total for the period recorded at 113 073.

Figure 5-8: Learnership enrolment numbers for NQF level 1 to 3, 2011 - 2015

Source: DHET QMR from SETAs, 2011/12 to 2015/16

The majority of NQF level 1 to 3 learnership enrolments were in Gauteng (33%), followed by KwaZulu-Natal (19%) and 
the Western Cape (13%). The Northern Cape recorded the lowest rate at 2% or 1 783 learners.
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Figure 5- 9: Learnership enrolment numbers by province, 2011/12 – 2015/16

Source: DHET QMR from SETAs, 2011/12 to 2015/16

The State of Skills 2007-8 report indicated that between 2001/02 – 2005/06 the highest number of NQF level 1 en-
rolments were through the AgriSETA, the highest NQF level 2 enrolments were through CTFL SETA and the highest 
NQF level 3 enrolments were through Bank SETA and MQA SETA (DoL, 2012). During the period 2011/12 – 2015/16, 
the highest number of combined NQF level 1 to 3 learnership programme enrolments were supported by merSETA at 
15.5% or 17 494 learners. This is significantly higher than the next highest which is through FP&M SETA at 8.8% or 10 
006 learners.

Figure 5-10: Enrolment numbers by SETA, 2011/12 – 2015/16

Source: DHET QMR from SETAs, 2011/12 to 2015/16

In terms of race, the categories reported by the SETAs as ‘Black, Black African, Black Coloured, Black Indian’ far out-
weigh the category ‘White’ reported by the SETAs. This is consistent with the finding of the State of Skills 2007-08 report 
(DoL, 2012).

With regards to gender, the male and female ratio is not significantly different, although more males than females were 
enrolled in NQF level 1 to 3 learnership programmes in the 2011/12 – 2015/16 period. When looking at disability statis-
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tics, only 3% of learnership enrolments in the 2011/12-2015/16 period were people living with disabilities. It is also noted 
that the NSF is no longer actively involved in Adult Basic Education and Training (ABET) and private providers state that 
ABET is important but fading. This is confirmed by employers who question the importance of these programmes given 
the increasing emphasis on NSC as a requirement for employment.

5.1.4 Middle-level skills 

Middle-level skills are generally understood to be those referred to as intermediate skills at NQF levels 4 to 6, including 
artisanal, technical and related occupationally-directed programmes.

Outcome 4.2.1 of NSDS III provides that ‘middle-level skills needs are identified and addressed in all sectors.’ It made 
a firm commitment to the delivery of these intermediate skills mainly through the public TVET colleges working in part-
nership with employers providing workplace-based training. It required SETAs to establish projects and partnerships in 
each sector to address middle-level skills that are in demand, and to ensure that the relevant number of artisans for their 
sectors are trained, qualify and become work-ready. It further provided that ‘the National Artisan Development Project 
developed by JIPSA and the Monitoring and Evaluation framework is planned, managed and reported on with interven-
tions made where blockages occur.’

In 2012/13, the DHET used SSP data to compile a report on national middle-level needs with a view to match skills 
development needs and strategies identified by the SETAs. SETAs were instructed to identify PIVOTAL programmes for 
middle-level skills development in their sectors. These were eventually included in the National Scarce Skills List. Based 
on SSP information, SETAS were required to develop skills development projects and include them in their strategic and 
annual performance plans to be approved by DHET.

5.1.4.1 Main programmes funded or promoted through various target groups

Between 2011/12 and 2015/16, 47.7% (around 100 000) of learners were enrolled in programmes at NQF levels 4-6. 
From those who enrolled in NQF level 4-6 programmes, 44.5% completed (Chidi, 2018). This is slightly higher than the 
percentage of those in lower level qualifications and reinforces the trend towards higher level qualifications described 
in the previous section.

Figure 5-11: Enrolment in middle level skills

Source: DHET QMR from SETAs, 2011/12 to 2015/16

This trend did not start only in the NSDS III: the HSRC evaluation of NSDS II estimated the number of people achieving 
full occupational qualifications each year was between 45 000 and 50 000. Of these, 8 000 to 10 000 were reportedly 
achieving artisan status.

5.1.4.2 Expansion of artisan training

A particular area of intervention – at this level – that took place between 2011 and 2016 related to the strong focus on 
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increasing the number of artisans produced. This period saw a real increase in this regard and the number of learners 
enrolled and completing artisanal programmes reached 137 836 and 77 913 respectively, averaging a throughput rate 
of 59,53%. In 2015/16, the country produced 16 114 artisans (NSDS Data Report, 2018). This was in excess of the 
NSDS III target of 10 000. In the 2015/6 financial year, 11 of 15 SETAs (72%) collectively achieved at least 90% of their 
enrolment targets. It is noteworthy that there are two sets of artisan statistics currently available; one from DHET and 
the other from INDLELA as represented below.

Figure 5-12: Artisan enrolment and completion

Source: Statistics on Post-School Education and Training in South Africa 2016; DHET

Figure 5-13: Artisan enrolments and completions between 2011-12 and 2015-16

Source: INDLELA, 2018

The DHET data puts the total enrolment at 130 876 while INDLELA puts it at 129 144, a marginal difference of 1 732. 
The total difference in completion figures between the two data sources was 5 811, 65 293 and 71 104 for DHET and 
INDLELA respectively. The two graphs show inconsistent figures in 2011/2012 and 2012/2013. Between the two years, 
DHET stats show a decline in enrolment and an increase in completions while INDLELA shows the opposite. However, 
both graphs are consistent with each other in that the trend shows an increase in both enrolment and completions from 
2013/14 to 2015/16. Both graphs show a fluctuating trend in completions, particularly from 2013/14 onwards.
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5.1.4.2.1 Throughput

In a cohort analysis, as illustrated below, measured against enrolment from Quarter 1 of 2011/12 to Quarter 1 of 2013/14 
using a 100% baseline, only 37% completed their artisanal training in three years. 38.9% completed their programmes 
after four years while 42.2% completed in five years. This implies that 57.8% of apprentices do not complete their train-
ing at the end of five years (NSDS III Data Report, 2018).

Table 5-2: Artisan development cohort analysis

 Total 
entered in 

quarter 

 Completions 
after 3 years 

 Not 
completed 

after 3 years 

 Completions 
after 4 years 

 Not 
completed 

after 4 years 

 Completions 
after 5 years 

 Not 
completed 

after 5 years 

 Total 
completed by 

end of 
2015/16 

 Not 
completed by 

end of 
2015/16 

2011/12Q1 100,0% 33,3% 66,7% 40,7% 59,3% 42,2% 57,8% 42% 75%
2011/12Q2 100,0% 45,4% 54,6% 52,3% 47,7% 52% 73%
2011/12Q3 100,0% 46,9% 53,1% 49,0% 51,0% 49% 93%
2011/12Q4 100,0% 27,5% 72,5% 30,6% 69,4% 31% 57%
2012/13Q1 100,0% 21,3% 78,7% 25,7% 74,3% 25% 46%
2012/13Q2 100,0% 30,0% 70,0% 31% 59%
2012/13Q3 100,0% 34,3% 65,7% 34% 66%
2012/13Q4 100,0% 29,5% 70,5% 28% 52%
2013/14Q1 100,0% 25,3% 74,7% 25% 47%

100,0% 31,7% 68,3% 38,9% 61,1% 42,2% 57,8% 35,1% 64,9%

Quarter 
entered

Source: DHET QMR from SETAs, 2011/12 to 2015/16, MAS Analysis

The quarterly monitoring data that was analysed for this study includes learners who were funded by SETAs, the NSF 
as well as industry stakeholders. The cost estimates that are provided below are on the basis of all learners including 
those not funded by SETAs. It is estimated the amount allocated for artisan training was R13.7 billion. However, the cost 
implication for delayed completion and non-completion for the period under review is estimated at R3.6 billion, averaging 
about 26% of the allocation. The total allocation across all learning programmes was estimated to be R30.7 billion, with 
an estimated potential loss of R13.4 billion, averaging 44% of the allocation. The table below represents a breakdown 
of allocations and estimated potential financial losses across all SETA-funded programmes.

Table 5-3: Estimated financial loss due to learners not completing their programmes within the period 2011/12 
to 2015/16

Quarter en-
tered

Artisanal pro-
grammes Learnerships Internships Skills pro-

grammes
Total across learn-
ing programmes

2011/12Q1 R426 635 056 R308 251 669 R19 213 297 R68 334 632 R822 434 654
2011/12Q2 R600 112 575 R329 305 785 R38 844 197 R101 285 925 R1 069 548 482
2011/12Q3 R350 783 507 R243 518 584 R15 057 192 R83 473 449 R692 832 732
2011/12Q4 R553 213 825 R330 176 376 R45 805 438 R89 820 081 R1 019 015 720
2012/13Q1 R247 150 955 R151 056 523 R25 727 115 R71 559 303 R495 493 896
2012/13Q2 R458 899 804 R255 239 793 R56 750 011 R67 065 246 R837 954 854
2012/13Q3 R323 265 484 R241 282 265 R23 638 373 R89 332 101 R677 518 223
2012/13Q4 R345 170 537 R335 377 153 R110 355 820 R95 628 424 R886 531 934
2013/14Q1 R301 089 366 R171 863 203 R26 083 838 R82 496 007 R581 532 414
2013/14Q2 R406 053 142 R132 418 073 R116 617 644 R655 088 859
2013/14Q3 R320 365 462 R47 107 103 R58 353 027 R425 825 592
2013/14Q4 R798 445 228 R98 354 613 R190 558 924 R1 087 358 765
2014/15Q1 R458 072 301 R101 692 275 R106 286 323 R666 050 899
2014/15Q2 R380 170 813 R75 499 026 R75 727 939 R531 397 778
2014/15Q3 R423 420 739 R105 998 690 R117 649 931 R647 069 360
2014/15Q4 R1 010 670 209 R260 804 709 R195 992 834 R1 467 467 752
2015/16Q1 R396 369 465 R125 691 664 R103 879 936 R625 941 065
2015/16Q2 R168 764 495 R168 764 495
2015/16Q3 R66 343 886 R66 343 886
2015/16Q4
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Quarter en-
tered

Artisanal pro-
grammes Learnerships Internships Skills pro-

grammes
Total across learn-
ing programmes

E s t i m a t e d 
p o t e n t i a l 
loss

R3.60 billion
R6 56 billion

R1.54 billion R1.71 billion R13.42 billion

E s t i m a t e d 
funds allo-
cated:

R13.75 billion R10.95 billion R1.94 billion R4.14 billion R30.79 billion

E s t i m a t e d 
p o t e n t i a l 
loss as % of 
funds allo-
cated:

26% 60% 80% 41% 44%

Source: DHET QMR from SETAs, 2011/12 to 2015/16, DHET Spend data, MAS Analysis

Overall, training in scarce and critical trades makes up the bulk of all trade-related training in the country. The table 
below represents a breakdown of completion in the 15 most scarce and critical trades. However, it is also clear that 
the electrician category makes up a fifth of all completions over the period covered by the INDLELA data. ‘Fitter and 
turner’ is also disproportionately represented. These two trades together account for almost a third of all completions. It 
is unlikely that this pattern of supply was driven by industry demand. The data suggest an ongoing mismatch between 
supply and demand across the trades.

Table 5-4: Completion of scarce and critical trades

Completions 
in the 15 most 
scarce and 
critical trades 

2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 Total 

Electrician 2 424 1 912 4 214 2 988 3261 14 799
Fitter & turner 1 435 1 191 1720 1 027 1185 6558
Welder 777 1 002 907 1 190 1412 5288
Boilermaker 723 617 1 105 1 071 958 4474
Diesel me-
chanic 

470 374 1 013 1 191 1337 4385

A u t o m o t i v e 
motor mechan-
ic 

621 421 908 965 960 3875

Millwright 696 525 1 037 502 590 3350
Rigger 238 170 518 878 585 2389
Plumber 256 219 272 567 826 2140
I n s t r u m e n t 
technician 

223 204 397 254 241 1319

Toolmaker 71 69 106 112 119 477
Metal fabrica-
tor 

15 1 281 20 31 348

Carpenter & 
joiner 

127 49 95 13 12 296

Air-condition-
ing & refrigera-
tion technician 

74 41 92 37 153 397

Auto electri-
cian 

0 0 0 0 0 0

Total Top 15 
trades 

8 150 6 795 12 665 10 815 11670 50 095

Source: DHET & SSACI: Report on the Tracking of Newly Qualified Artisans; September 2016
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It would be of value to know the kind of programmes that the artisans came through – apprenticeship, learnership or 
something else – as well as the completion rates within each of these programmes and the time that it typically took 
from start to a successful conclusion. These would be key indicators of the efficiency and effectiveness of the country’s 
artisan training system. According to research done by SSACI, there are some limitations in the data that prohibits this 
analysis. Data have not all been captured in a single database but in a series of separate databases, one for each fi-
nancial year. Overall, the high incidence of errors with data makes it difficult to determine the progress of individuals or 
the through-put rate of the cohorts to which they belong. Secondly, until April 2014, reports from most SETAs did not 
distinguish between learnerships, apprenticeships and any other kind of training programme connected to an artisan 
qualification. These numbers were never correlated or reconciled across years. Instead, each year was treated as a 
unique database unrelated to the year before or the year after. NADSC had followed the same practice of recording each 
year’s figures in a separate database. Since it typically takes three or four years to train an artisan, whether through 
a single apprenticeship or a series of learnerships, the complete separation of records year-on-year makes it difficult 
to determine how many of a given annual intake ever qualified as artisans or to track an individual’s progression from 
commencement to completion of his/her artisan training. This is a major weakness in the data prior to that date. There 
was a general lack of systemic monitoring and tracing systems, as well as a lack of detailed, accurate and current data.

5.1.4.2.2 Structure of the artisan development programme 

Output 4.2.2.2 of NSDS III states that ‘the national Artisan Development Project developed by JIPSA and now located 
in the DHET and M&E framework, is planned, managed and reported on, with interventions made where blockages 
occur.’ In November 2010 the Minister of Higher Education and Training established the National Artisan Moderation 
Body to ‘coordinate artisan development in the Republic’ as irecorded in Section 26A (1)(b) of the Skills Development 
Act. A chief directorate for National Artisan Development was set up at INDLELA in 2010. There was a need to cen-
tralise, standardise and streamline the system of artisan development. From the onset a role player-based consultative 
approach has been utilised by the Chief Directorate: National Artisan Development (INDLELA). The primary benefit of 
this approach was that a large number of people were ‘taken along’ with the process to achieve a single national artisan 
development system and as such this large group of persons developed a system they can relate to and ‘own.’ NAMB 
developed an Artisan Learner Database and Reporting System that SETAs use to submit monthly reports. A Learner 
Data Policy was approved in September 2014. In October 2013 the DHET began implementing a single National Artisan 
Learner Funding and Administration System. A pilot for the National Artisan RPL System was rolled out between 2012 
and 2016, and in October 2015 a Draft Policy on Artisan Recognition of Prior Learning was published.

Although many of the blockages identified by JIPSA have been addressed, there are still a number of challenges. There 
are still multiple pathways for artisan development – 125 registered trades with 801 pathways (although this is in the 
process of being addressed by the QCTO). Linked to this is outdated schedules of training, assessment standards and 
trade tests.

5.1.4.2.3 Factors impacting on success

DHET published the National Artisan Development Strategy and Implementation Plan for public comment at the end of 
2017 (DHET, 2018a), where some of the challenges are planned to be addressed. It includes the concept of the artisan 
of the 21st century, with integration of theory, practice and workplace.

From some of the pilots reviewed a number of enabling factors were identified:

•	 Artisan training programmes are put in place to meet genuine demand in an organisation

•	 Artisan development is employer driven, not provider driven

•	 Selection of artisan apprentices is done by the employer (and the apprentices are treated as employees of the 
employer)

•	 Effective induction of apprentices

•	 Clarifying and agreeing roles and responsibilities of the workplace, the mentor, the workshop and the provider

•	 Good working relationship between the employer (workplace training and mentoring), the provider of theoretical 
training and the provider of the practical or simulated work training

•	 High mentor-apprentice ratio

•	 Integration of theory, practical training and workplace training
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•	 Monitoring: Progress in terms of both formal training and work experience are be monitored and problems 
identified early

•	 As has been recognised in the ‘seven steps to becoming an artisan’ (Gazette 2015. DHET) the best results 
are when a person is contracted at the start of the artisan programme and not after the theoretical part of the 
programme has been completed.

5.1.5 Higher-level skills

5.1.5.1 The strategy

One of the important changes in NSDS III as compared with earlier strategies was its deliberate focus on building 
intermediate and higher-level skills. Goal 4.2 speaks of ‘increasing access to higher-level occupationally-directed pro-
grammes,’ and specifically instructs the National Skills Fund to support the production of such high-level qualifications. 
NSDS III also speaks to the need to conduct innovative research, which can be applied to the workplace and the wider 
economy. This requires the development of research capacity, particularly research related to building new knowledge 
linked to sector and national industrial plans.

Many of the professional areas of study combine coursework at universities and universities of technology with struc-
tured learning at work. This is achieved by means of professional placements and work-integrated learning, learnerships 
and internships.

This section discusses the strategies that were adopted by the skills system to meet these goals. NSF funding was 
central to this objective, in particular, in innovative research and graduate placement in work. Further, the SETA-funded 
research chairs were key mechanisms for prioritising high-level research development. Partnerships were also es-
tablished between higher education, employers and SETAs to build research and development (R&D) and innovation 
capability.

5.1.5.2 The contribution of the NSF

As indicated above, one of the NSF’s mandates in the higher education band is to sponsor research where key op-
portunities for economic growth and industrial development are identified. In pursuing this mandate, the NSF supports 
post-graduate research grants for Masters, Doctoral and Post-doctoral research. Additionally, it supports academic 
capacity development, as well as higher education infrastructure development and equipment.
Strategic partnerships with higher education institutions are seen as critical to the implementation of this programme, 
notably through:

•	 Skills Development Research, Innovation and Communication and Skills Development Advocacy and Constit-
uency Capacity Building in partnership with the National Skills Authority (NSA), and is aimed at achieving the 
objectives and commitments specified by the NSDS III, and

•	 PSET Research, Innovation and Communication – in partnership with the DHET, National Institute for the Hu-
manities and Social Sciences (NIHSS), the Southern African Development Community (SADC) and the Brazil, 
Russia, India, China and South Africa (BRICS) communities. It aims to develop the PSET system and innova-
tion capabilities as a priority through this sub-programme.

The main mechanism adopted by the NSF to support post-graduate research and innovation in higher education institu-
tions is through funding research programmes (research grants and Masters, Doctoral and Post-doctoral scholarships), 
academic capacity development, infrastructure development and equipment. Between 2011 and 2016 the NSF allo-
cated R5.216 billion towards funding students (including post-graduates) at state universities across the country. This 
equates to 18 000 students on average per year. In a review of NSDS III in 2013, it was reported that the NSF funded 
R798 million Masters, R273 million PhD and R38 million Post-doctoral bursaries over the period 2011/2013. 

The NSF also funds the Scarce Skills Development Fund (SSDF) which is housed in the National Research Foundation 
(NRF) as the primary agency to implement and manage a ‘scarce skills’ post-graduate student funding scheme. The 
objectives of the SSDF are to:

•	 Increase the number and quality of South African post-graduate students in specific scarce skills areas

•	 Build a pipeline of the next generation of scientists and researchers in scarce skills areas
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•	 Improve the race and gender representation in the South African National System of Innovation (NSI)

•	 In conjunction with the higher education sector and industry, to support the development of post-graduate cours-
es and research to meet the specific needs of the country.

The SSDF supports the following scarce academic fields: financial management; accounting, auditing, statistics, actuar-
ial science; biotechnology; mathematical sciences, physics, geology, computer science, information systems, chemistry; 
all fields of engineering; and agricultural sciences, transportation studies, tourism, demography and maritime science. 
In 2014/15 a total of R156.8 million NSF funds were invested in the SSDF. Of the 1 957 recipients receiving support, 
65% were black and 55% female.

An excellent example of NSF support to scarce academic fields is the NSF grant awarded to enhancing maritime re-
search and innovation by working with the South African International Maritime Institute (SAIMI). This investment by the 
NSF is aimed at realising the objectives of the ‘Blue Economy’ and Operation Phakisa. The Institute’s primary role is to 
facilitate linkages and collaboration amongst role players in maritime research, education and training in South Africa, 
and to work closely with similar institutes in Africa and the world. The National Cadet Programme is managed by SAIMI 
and provides the practical component of the training required to qualify for a career as a deck or engineering officer at 
sea. The NSF also utilises South Africa’s bilateral agreement with other countries to allocate top-up funding to students 
who are accepted to pursue their undergraduate and post-graduate studies at international institutions. In 2015 the NSF 
committed more than R10 million to support South African students that were awarded maritime scholarships provided 
by the governments of Russia, China and Sri Lanka.

The NSF is also funding six NRF SARChI chairs in skills development to be launched in 2018-2019. Two are already 
established – one on ‘skills development’ at Wits and another on the ‘TVET college sector’ at UWC.

5.1.5.3 SETAs, education and training providers and employers: partnerships for higher-level skills

As described in earlier sections, the SETAs have invested substantially in the higher education sector during 2011-2016 
– largely via partnerships, scholarships to post-graduate students and the SETA-funded Research Chair Initiative.

The next section will highlight the work of the SETAs in higher education through highlighting a best-practice case study 
of support given by AgriSETA to the tertiary-level agricultural colleges to improve their curricula to support emerging 
farmers through the more effective training of extension officers (Mushangia, 2018).
South Africa’s twelve agricultural colleges (who offer tertiary-level qualifications at NQF levels 5 and 6) have not been 
upgraded and transformed substantially since the advent of democracy in 1994. This has left many of the colleges 
with reduced institutional capacity, diminishing morale, a drop in standards and a deteriorating infrastructure. However, 
the AgriSETA has stepped into this void and provided much needed support, providing R6 million in 2014/2015 for the 
funding of the twelve agricultural colleges. This fund was aimed at capacity building, curriculum development, lecturer 
training and development, and infrastructure. For the financial year 2015/2016 the amount was increased to R28 million.

The AgriSETA also funds many of the TVET colleges alongside the agricultural colleges in certain scarce fields. In-
creased partnerships have resulted in the AgriSETA funding a number of projects at various agricultural colleges and 
TVETs. They currently offer 92 registered learnership programmes in these scarce skill areas.

There have been very positive developments from this support and the partnerships formed between AgriSETA and the 
agricultural colleges. It has resulted in a number of reforms with two of the agricultural colleges offering Bachelor level 
degrees in partnership with universities. Elsenburg College and Cedara College are now offering BAgric and BTech de-
gree programmes in partnership with Stellenbosch University and the University of KwaZulu-Natal, respectfully. These 
partnerships were facilitated by Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries and the AgriSETA.

The major shortage area in these tertiary colleges is the production of qualified agricultural extension officers to help 
decode and simplify the knowledge and technologies coming from universities for emerging farmers. Knowledge pro-
duced by universities is complex and not easily decoded and applied by those it is supposed to benefit. In an attempt 
to resolve this problem, the AgriSETA has set up Agricultural College ‘Centres of Excellence’ in Agricultural Research, 
aimed at: developing a pool of staff with the necessary expertise; establishing and developing its infrastructure, facilities 
and equipment to world class standards; and offering a range of programmes that cater to the needs of all farming sec-
tors in the field. These centres undertake applied research, upstream and downstream (agribusiness) opportunities, and 
render a farmer consultancy service. Some of the centres of excellence that have been established are the Grootfontein, 
Elsenburg and Lowveld Agricultural Colleges. Grootfontein is now focusing on small stock farming, Elsenburg on wine 
and deciduous fruit, whilst Lowveld is focusing on irrigated horticulture. All of these initiatives demonstrate a strong 
commitment by the AgriSETA to the development of intermediate and high-level agricultural research and development 



81

capabilities across the post-school sector, including the TVET colleges, agricultural colleges and universities.

Employers within large and medium sized companies, in partnership with SETAs and education and training providers, 
play an important role in skills development at the higher education level.

Large firms adopt a number of strategies to develop high-level skills; for example, they build in-house academies to 
train their own employees. Good examples of these academies exist at Old Mutual and Eskom. Many large firms also 
partner with education and training institutions and SETAs to develop specific higher education competencies. One such 
partnership is the Resolution Circle incubator (Kraak, 2018b):

Resolution Circle Incubator

Resolution Circle was established in 2012 and comprised the University of Johannesburg (UJ), merSETA, City of Johan-
nesburg and several large IT employers in research and development (R&D). The project uses the commercialisation 
of technology as a platform to provide experiential learning to UJ engineering and technology interns. Once engineering 
and technology graduates have finished their theoretical studies, they are then placed in Resolution Circle which sets 
them up as mini-businesses. They are trained in how to develop a business plan and to create commercially-viable 
products. Resolution Circle has a large workshop in central Johannesburg which allows for prototyping of new products. 
If it’s a new tool, they go and manufacture it, and it becomes a shared resource for all those students that need to get 
practical experience. Other achievements of the incubator have been: delivering more than 40 products to the market 
and training more than 600 engineering interns in 2016. Many of these graduates, after their work experience and 
incubator exposure, have gone on to work for the large sponsoring IT firms.

Large firms also offer significant levels of bursary support to disadvantaged higher education students as part of their 
corporate social responsibility programmes. The extent of bursary support for the total higher education system is mas-
sive but not yet accurately determined.
Large company example

A large company that is a subsidiary under a holding company explained how they manage skills programmes. They 
indicate that they are structured to offer a ‘service supply chain’ into the market as a ‘one-stop-shop.’ The company 
employs 229 employees; about 82% of employees are based in Gauteng, the remainder in the Western Cape. The 
package of financial and advisory services offered by the company includes human capital services; payroll; tax and 
contract management; specialised recruitment services; and change management. The company has an in-house HRD 
unit consisting of 7 people. This includes 4 on-the-job coaches, and points to a strong on-the-job learning strategy inte-
grated with supervision and performance management. A company-wide needs analysis is conducted annually, linked to 
submission of WSPs and led by the Skills Development Facilitator (SDF). Employed staff receive formal training via an 
in-house accredited provider within the group; external accredited and non-accredited providers; as well as higher ed-
ucation providers. Delivery modes include classroom-based tuition; continuous professional development programmes 
required to maintain professional registration; as well as distance learning (including e-learning). 104 employed staff 
have received formal training over the past financial year, participating in 24 different programmes. This represents close 
to half of all employees. The company accesses SETA grants, as well as tax rebates from SARS.

What is significant about this large firm case study (McLean, 2018) is the extent of learning now taking place in some 
firms. New internet opportunities are allowing employers to use e-learning packages to build in-house capabilities. 
Industries such as mining, banking, food and beverages, printing and packaging, healthcare and others already have 
a significant volume of training online. There is a striking contrast between this trend, and SETA efforts. Few SETAs 
have made serious moves into technology enhanced learning; the quality assurance regime is only beginning to ac-
commodate such initiatives. DHET could do more to steer SETAs to investigate the role of e-learning given the rapidly 
increasing digitisation of the global economy - a phenomenon commonly referred to as the fourth industrial revolution.

Medium sized firms also have well-organised HR and internal training divisions. They also have the budgets to train 
staff internally or externally and have sufficient staff numbers to be able to release small batches of staff periodically for 
training without affecting aggregate production levels.
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Medium-sized company example

The medium-sized company employs 64 employees, all based in Gauteng. The company provides human capital ser-
vices; share schemes; remuneration and reward schemes; and talent management. The company is a member of a 
wider group of companies and is therefore supported by central departments in terms of various functions like human 
resources, training, finance, IT and legal. Policies, and procedures are standardised across the group in terms of re-
cruitment, induction/orientation, further studies, bursaries, skills development planning, remuneration and rewards. A 
training needs analysis is done once a year when the annual budgets are done. Training and development is funded 
through all the available channels including self-funding. Learnerships are a key focus area, driven by BBBEE targets. 
There is a large focus on recruiting people with disabilities (largely due to tax incentives). This triggered a company-wide 
audit in terms of facilities to ensure that this segment could be accommodated. This disabled group was also enrolled 
on a learnership. The organisation uses various training providers: SETA accredited training providers; non-accredited 
training providers; professional bodies and universities. TVET colleges are not used to provide training, but the company 
does recruit from TVET colleges.

The medium company highlights two issues of importance (McLean, 2018): Tax incentives under the learnership scheme 
play a significant role in the training decisions made by many companies. The higher incentive for disabled learners 
appears to be finding traction where many other policy instruments have failed. And secondly, e-learning is penetrating 
medium-sized companies as well.

Small company example

The small company is a family owned business providing company registration, accounting and individual/corporate tax 
services to small companies. The firm employs 5 people. The company cannot afford formal training, both due to cost 
and work demands. They suggest that online or distance programmes help address the challenge. However, they find 
that new employees are seldom work-ready (‘what they learn in theory is not necessarily how business works’). Hence, 
they upskill their new and existing staff in an ongoing way through induction, on-the-job coaching and compliance train-
ing. No specialist HR function exists within the organisation, yet they have a formalised coaching policy and practice. 
Needs are identified in an ongoing way and integrated into sharing of knowledge and skills during work. The company 
has a deliberate multi-skilling strategy – ‘we all need to be able to do everything,’ achieved through job rotation, job 
shadowing and coaching. After previously submitting an unsuccessful grant application, the company does not partici-
pate in the SETA system. The system is too cumbersome in their experience, and not oriented to small business needs 
and contexts. ‘It is difficult to deal with the SETA and all the ‘red tape’ when you are a small business. Time is money. 
We have applied in the past but did not receive any assistance.’

This small company was one of several in the financial services sector with whom interviews were conducted. The 
patterns reported above were consistent across all firms. All are family-owned and network-based businesses. BBBEE 
compliance is not a driver for any of them. The majority of staff in these small firms are white. HR is rooted largely in 
succession planning: the business owner usually equips his/her son or daughter to take over the leadership of the or-
ganisation when the owner retires. The most striking feature of these small companies is how much intensive on-the-job 
training and support is provided, in the absence of any external incentives. This appears to be due to the close-knit per-
sonal relationships that exist or develop, and the high levels of inter-dependence required in a small business (McLean, 
2018).

A central message of these three case studies – of small, medium and large firms - is that the NSDS will never be adopt-
ed equally by all firms across all economic sectors. Some economic sectors are largely dependent on cheap unskilled 
labour, construction and farming being the classic examples. These sectors would not be training many employees for 
high level positions. Medium and large corporations are in the main the only firms who can afford to participate in a na-
tional training strategy. Even though these lessons are well known in the skills development community, they tend to be 
forgotten within a quantitative and compliance model of delivery, where numbers in all sectors and in all firm categories 
are all that counts. Unfortunately, small firms and low-skill sectors usually stay out of such schemes unless innovative 
methods are found to overcome the barriers and incentivise their participation. This is the key challenge for future NSDS 
strategies in terms of employer buy-in and utilisation of the funding and other instruments available.

However, many small companies do not participate actively in the NSDS. Their main means of training is through in-
house training and on-the-job mentoring. Many of these company’s train at the low- to intermediate-levels and expect 
the small number of university-educated staff to be educated prior to seeking employment. As a consequence, there is 
far less activity at the higher levels of the NQF in term of employer training and employer utilisation of the skills system. 
These issues related to the challenges of smaller companies participating in the skills system are discussed further in 
the section 4.4.7.2 below.
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5.1.5.4 SETA-funded research chairs

The major vehicle for SETA support to higher education has been their funding of over 20 research chairs to promote 
high-level research into specific sectors and their skills development needs. These programmes have been evaluated in 
an earlier section of this NSDS Review. Although there were significant problems with the research chairs, specifically, 
the lack of clarity around their core mandate (doing academic or applied consultant research) and the length of contracts 
(mostly one- or two-year contracts), the overwhelming response from stakeholders about the value of these chairs was 
positive. It was the first time that labour market and VET research had been prioritised in the university sector. There 
was unanimity that they should be continued, perhaps not as ‘chairs’ because of valid NRF opposition to this, but as 
‘senior research fellows’ with five-year contract terms. Some of them could also be more effectively linked to the needs 
of DHET via the SPU than was the case during 2011-2018. A recommendation to this effect is made in the concluding 
chapter of this report.

5.1.6 Focus on specific target groups

5.1.6.1 Youth

It was recognised that many of the goals relating to unemployed youth – in NSDS I and II – were not realised even though 
young people were added as a designated group to NSDS II (Groener, 2014). As such, NSDS III aims to significantly 
open opportunities for youth skills training and overcoming barriers to access employment. The NSDS III states that 
young people who drop out of secondary school before completion have a small probability of participating productively 
in the economy. The strategy thus places urgent and focused attention on the youth to raise their education base. The 
NSDS III’s intentions to catalyse programmes targeting youth are outlined in the strategy under Goal 4.4 ‘Addressing 
the low level of youth and adult language and numeracy skills to enable additional training’ and Outcome 4.4.1 
‘A national strategy is put in place to provide all young people leaving school with an opportunity to engage in training 
or work experience and improve their employability.’ Within this outcome, three outputs are proposed: Output 4.4.1.1: A 
DHET-led process, including stakeholders, develops a strategy supported by all stakeholders. Output 4.4.1.2: A national 
database, tracks training and work opportunities, and reports on implementation of the strategy. Output 4.4.1.3: The 
DHET partners with stakeholders in the youth sector to put in place training and work experience projects for young 
people.

As a baseline for this evaluation, an estimated 3.2 million (36.1%) youth were unemployed and 8.9 were employed in 
2011, the first year of NSDS III (Stats SA, 2015). The unemployment situation has not improved since, despite policy 
attention and interventions from a range of public and private entities. This has resulted in a situation where youth are 
feeling less and less encouraged by the prospects of finding work. DHET reported in its Annual Review 2016/2017 the 
mean age of those entering learnerships was 29.9 years, apprenticeships 27.8 years, internships 25.3 years; and com-
pleting learnerships (30.9 years), apprenticeships (30.8 years) and internships (25.8 years) (DHET, 2017d).

The NSDS III recognised the need to support and develop the youth given the high number of those not in employment, 
education or training. During the period under review, the skills system facilitated access to learning opportunities for the 
youth as compared to other age groups. Those 35 years or younger constituted 76% of all enrolments across learning 
programmes. About 22% of the learners were between the ages of 36 years and 55 years at enrolment.

Figure 5-14: Enrolments by age
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Source: DHET Quarterly Monitoring Reports, 2011/12 to 2015/16 (MAS Analysis)

Within the youth grouping, those 25 years and younger received greater access to learning opportunities. That means 
those leaving school had a higher chance of accessing learning opportunities compared to other age groups.

Whilst no conclusive list of youth skills programmes funded by SETAs or the NSF exists, it was evident from on-line 
searches and report reviews that a variety of initiatives and programmes have been funded by the SETAs and the NSF 
to improve youth unemployment since the inception of NSDS III. Partnerships are also being formed with organisations 
and businesses that facilitate and/or absorb youth trained through SETA and/or NSF funded programmes. Data howev-
er, is sketchy and ad hoc, with no centralised or standardised form of reporting (Jenkin, 2018).

Whilst the reasons for unemployment are complex, there is a concern about South Africa’s skills mismatch problem: the 
business community observes that a lack of experience is one of the main reasons for not employing youth (Melaphi, 
2015). As such, a broad range of interventions are required to upskill youth and provide them with the opportunity to con-
tribute to the economy. According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) the state of 
NEETs in a country is an indicator for the decline in a country’s human capital (Carcillo, 2015). Therefore, changing the 
lives of historically-disadvantaged youth is a real and pressing challenge facing the South African government (Jenkin, 
2018). Thus, while there are examples of success in this space, government (including DHET) and other stakeholders 
(including organised labour) and private providers indicate that SETA support is not enough in this space. 

5.1.6.2 SMMEs

According to NSDS III, the programme of the democratic government includes financial and non-financial business sup-
port to SMMEs in order to build an inclusive economy. This target group has in reality two dimensions: the one relates 
to the development of SMMEs and the other, related factor, relates to the imperative that SETAs face of ensuring that 
SMMEs within their sector access education and training. The latter objective is of course supported by the former: as 
training to support the initiation and development of SMMEs includes a focus on ensuring that individuals within existing 
SMMEs access training.

The NSDS III includes as one of its focus areas support for small enterprises and cooperatives. Goal 4.6 of the NSDS 
focuses on ‘Encouraging and supporting cooperatives, small enterprises, worker-initiated, NGO and communi-
ty training initiatives’. NSDS III Outcome 4.6.1 states ‘Cooperatives supported with skills training and development 
expand and contribute to sector economic and employment growth’ and Outcome 4.6.2 states ‘Partnership projects to 
provide training and development support to small businesses are established in all sectors and their impact reported 
on.’ The related outputs for these respective outcomes, requires that SETAs: identify the skills needs of co-operatives 
and small and emerging businesses in their sector (through the research that they undertake as part of their sector skills 
planning process); promote relevant programmes; develop sector projects which are expanded through partnership 
funding; and, establish a national database of co-operatives and small businesses supported with skills development.

During this period, SETAs increasingly recognised the need to support SMMEs, and started to provide support in various 
forms, including but not limited to, providing training to employees within SMMEs, placing learners with small firms for 
WIL and ensuring that providers are contracted to provide longer term support.

Some SETAs indicated that they provided support on a project basis, where providers were contracted by the SETA to 
provide skills development support. They explained that this was done to make access to programmes easier, as com-
plying with SETA grant regulations, which include the requirement that a WSP be submitted, was too complex for many 
small companies.

Other SETAs had a different response: one respondent stated that, ‘we give grants to small companies, but do not do 
any special interventions. We try to move away from contracting the training provider directly, there were always issues. 
Instead we give grants to SMMEs and they secure the services of training providers.’

Some SETAs commented on the complexity of providing training to support small companies. A SETA official inter-
viewed commented that ‘it was difficult to get the SMMEs to release their employees to go for training. Quite often, 
learners dropped-out of training because they prioritise their businesses over the training’. Of concern is that SMME 
support over the implementation period has fluctuated downwards starting at about 12 851 beneficiaries in SMMEs 
supported in 2011/12 and this reducing consistently to 8 420 beneficiaries in 2015/16. In total, SETAs supported 58 979 
beneficiaries located in SMMEs.

In terms of the specific objective of initiating and growing SMMEs, it is recognised that developing viable small enter-
prises is not an outcome of stand-alone skills development programmes. It requires a comprehensive set of enablers 
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and needs to be undertaken in partnership with others. For example, this review has found that the Small Enterprise 
Development Agency (SEDA), through its training academy, has prioritised the training of business support officers. This 
academy, together with others, provides training with the intention of ensuring the sustainability of SMMEs.

The NSDS III has focused on supporting the development of SMMEs through three qualifications within the SAQA 
framework – New Venture Creation (NVC), Small Business Development and Business Advisory. The Services SETA is 
the custodian of these qualifications. Between 2013 and 2017, the Services SETA disbursed funding through three dis-
cretionary grants to 11 483 NVC learners, investing a total of R405.9 million. A tracer study commissioned by the SETA 
found that overall, the NVC skills programme was found to have contributed positively to employability of the learners 
who completed it but that it did not contribute sufficiently to its purpose, which is that of New Venture Creation. The 
SETA therefore took a strategic decision to drive a programme of integrated entrepreneurship support and developed 
the ECDI model which was launched in March 2018, committing R1.5 billion rand over 3 years to the Institute. This com-
prised of 9 components, of which skills development is one notable component located within a broader programme.

Who should government target for small business training?

It is common across the globe for governments facing high levels of youth unemployment to propose training in entre-
preneurship, small business development and self-employment. The potential beneficiaries of this training are largely 
young people who have never worked before and are seeking first-time entry into the labour market. Contrary to this 
policy choice, there is now agreement in the business literature that young first-time entrants are not appropriate ben-
eficiaries of small business and entrepreneurial training. Rather, small business development should be focused on 
older people who have experience of work and of particular economic sectors, and who hold the potential to employ 
themselves and others in a small business venture.

South Africa has additional problems not faced by other developing countries with regard to small business – a smaller 
informal sector (of informal small businesses) and a much lower start-up rate of small businesses in the formal sector. 
Much of this has to do with historical factors such as the statutory exclusion of blacks from owning land and small busi-
nesses in the national economy, the coercion of black workers into a cheap migratory labour pool, the dominance of 
mineral extraction in the national economy by a small number of very large firms, and the subsequent development of 
a highly concentrated manufacturing sector. Little space was left in this historical trajectory for a vibrant small business 
sector to emerge.

A final problem faced by training interventions in the small business arena is that training on its own is not a sufficient 
basis for meaningful support to small business owners. Skills development is only one element in a much wider basket 
of business support needed by small firms. Very often these other support mechanisms are not aligned to skills devel-
opment and so the potential value of training can be lost because of other contextual factors.

All of these historical and contextual factors negatively shape the outcomes of training interventions in the small busi-
ness sector. The roll-out of the ‘New Venture Creation’ qualification at NQF level 2 and funded by the Services SETA 
is indicative of the problems faced by such training initiatives. At its conclusion, it was reviewed as a failure because it 
targeted inexperienced youth instead of people who were already small business owners.

As is evident in the above, education and training on its own is not sufficient, even if offered at higher education levels, 
to resolve societal problems such as unemployed youth. However, the role of higher education in the start-up of highly 
innovative firms, often linked to pioneering applied research and development taking place in universities, is a key dy-
namic in the new economy – based on innovation and knowledge. But the personnel behind successful high-growth, 
high-tech start-up firms are usually professors and their Masters and PhD students, as well as partners in the private 
sector who have committed funding to ensure the commercialisation of the innovations developed in higher education. 
South Africa is weak on this front as well – although there have been indications of some improvement in the past few 
years.
The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor report measures the difference between necessity-driven and opportunity-driven 
total early-stage entrepreneurship. In 2015 the figure for opportunity-driven entrepreneurship was 65.7%. In 2017 this 
had risen to 74.4% (compared to 23.6% necessity-driven entrepreneurs) suggesting that more people in the economy 
are choosing to start enterprises.

Improving entrepreneurship capabilities in higher education is now more urgent given the rise of the fourth industrial rev-
olution and its associated new digital technologies. Entrepreneurship has become more sophisticated, requiring greater 
capacities for transforming ideas into creating value in a rapidly changing business environment. In response, many 
universities globally are beginning to promote entrepreneurship programmes on their campuses – including start-up in-
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cubators, technology transfer offices, MBA-style entrepreneurship programmes and business support services to small 
firms. South Africa has many such initiatives, with incubators and technology transfer offices established at universities 
and universities of technology and funded by SEDA, DTI and DST. The SETAs have come on board, supporting some of 
these initiatives with industry. The example of the Resolution Circle Incubator in Johannesburg – an IT incubator – was 
cited earlier. It is part-funded by merSETA. 

5.1.6.3 NGOs, community-based organisation, cooperatives, worker education

The NSDS III recognises that cooperatives have historically played and continue to play a significant role in providing a 
sustainable livelihood to many people who are not in formal employment. Cooperatives therefore need to be supported; 
this underpins the emphasis placed on these institutions in NSDS III: Section (b) states that, ‘the NSDS III must support 
the training needs of the cooperatives, including relevant capacity building for the secondary, apex and cooperative 
movement as a whole.’ This requirement suggests that both SETAs and the NSF have a role to play in supporting co-
operatives.

The SETAs have a specific strategy to support Non-Levy Paying Enterprises (NLPE): this includes encouraging the en-
tities to apply for discretionary grants for specific activities that meet prescribed criteria. Figure 4.15 represents a break-
down of NLPE supported by SETAs. It should be noted though that data between 2011/12 and 2012/13 is not included.

Figure 5-15: NLPE supported by SETAs

Source: National Skills Development Implementation Report 2011 – 2016 

Data shows that from 2013/14 to 2015/16, SETAs managed to support 6788 NLPEs. The low participation of NGOs, 
CBO, NLPE and COOPs is partly due to grant disbursement processes among SETAs, which are characterised by 
complex administrative systems and compliance requirements which makes it difficult for these players to access funds. 
This was a view expressed at a meeting of the Nedlac community constituency where it was also stated that NSDS III 
promised a great deal to the non-formal sector but the reality has been very different with most of the community constit-
uency having challenges in accessing complex grant processes that require a high level of administrative compliance. 
The figure below represents a summary of NGOs, COOPs and CBOs supported by SETAs as explained above.

Figure 5-16: NGOs, COOPs and CBOs supported by SETAs

Source: National Skills Development Implementation Report 2011 – 2016

The graph shows SETAs performed well in supporting cooperatives when measured against their targets for the imple-
mentation period. However, this was not the case with NGOs. From 2013/14, the NGO target declined from 1 373 to 
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726 in 2015/16 while support gradually and constantly increased from a target of 474 to 587. CBO support fluctuated 
throughout the years, increasing from 51 in the base year to 120 in 2012/23 and again decreased the subsequent year, 
then remained relatively constant onwards.

There are examples of good practice involving partnerships although on a small scale. MerSeta for example, partnered 
with unions in an Artisan Recognition of Prior Leaning Programme (ARPL) pilot project for union members. Unions were 
required to nominate individuals to participate in such training. The business model involves SETAs providing funding 
to NGOs who in turn should secure their own provider. The condition is that the contracted provider must be accredited. 
Funding focused on women, youth, people with disabilities, military veterans and rural development. Target institutions 
include NGOs, CBOs and women’s organisations.

In addition, NGOs have proved themselves very capable of supporting young people along the pipeline through school-
ing into university, then acquiring work experience, and finally, acquiring the first job. Research by Marock (2015) has 
shown how this has occurred with Harambee (working in retail and hospitality); Jumpstart (funded by Mr Price which 
works in retail); and Go for Gold (which is focused on the built environment).
All three of Marock’s case studies arose from the prior activities of prominent employers who, through ‘corporate social 
responsibility’ commitments, were concerned to intervene to ameliorate high levels of youth unemployment in the coun-
try. They were also driven by self-interest as employers, seeking to find ways of more effectively recruiting new entrants 
who met the company’s minimum criteria and who stayed the course through the probationary period and thereafter. 
The genesis of the three case studies examined by Marock were as follows:

- Harambee: This NGO arose from a 2010 ‘Yellowwoods Social Investments’ decision to undertake research 
to better understand the employment and retention issues faced by their South African member companies, 
and to understand why so many young, first-time work seekers were not able to access available employ-
ment. In 2011, this strategic research led to the formation of Harambee, and the piloting of their youth em-
ployment accelerator programme. In 2012, Harambee got a sizeable ‘Jobs Fund’ grant from government to 
place 10 000 first-timers into work in the retail and hospitality industries which had significant ‘low-complex-
ity, low skill’ employment potential.

- JumpStart: JumpStart was initiated by the ‘Mr Price Foundation’ to address skill shortages in the ‘Mr Price’ 
retail clothing group. The programme grew rapidly, winning support from other large employers in the retail 
sector. Jumpstart also recruited over 20 other NGOs to undertake the training components of the pro-
gramme. In 2012, this NGO also received a grant from the Jobs Fund, with a commitment to train and place 
6000 first-time entrants into work.

- Go for Gold: It arose in response to the critical shortage of candidates from disadvantaged communities for 
management and professional positions within the construction and built environment industries. Neil Muller 
Construction (NMC) initiated conversations with the Western Cape Department of Education and the Amy 
Biehl Foundation to try to address this issue. Working in partnership, they developed a model for a pro-
gramme to provide specialised educational training, work experience as well as sponsorships for students 
to cover their tuition costs as they continued into their tertiary studies. The model is essentially a ‘pipeline’ 
approach from school to work, comprising recruitment in Grade 11 and 12, with beneficiaries offered extra 
tuition in maths and science, followed by ‘work readiness’ training in school, leading to a ‘gap year’ working 
in the industry after school, and then onto tertiary studies, with internships offered in the industry during the 
university holidays, culminating in the ‘gold standard’ – a guaranteed job in the construction/built environ-
ment industry after graduating. Go for Gold is different from the first two NGOs in that it has active govern-
ment involvement and support via the Western Cape Education Department.

All three NGO interventions have been very successful over the past decade in placing young unemployed people in 
work. They are supported by a distinctive group of employers with a social conscience, who through their corporate 
social responsibility programmes are committed to building a more inclusive South Africa – by working with or forming 
NGOs with the necessary education, training and employment expertise, and offering financial support and the neces-
sary sectoral clout to make a difference.

Another determinant of their success is significant intermediation and brokerage undertaken by the NGOs to persuade 
reluctant employers to take on unemployed graduates if they are trained and mentored (‘socialised’ for work) by the 
NGOs (especially through providing after-care).

Another excellent example of NGO work in the skills development environment is the World-Wide Fund (WWF) which 
received R8.4 million from the NSF to employ 50 post-graduates in environmental NGOs across the country in the field 
of building green skills and a green economy. The aim of the programme is to attract suitably qualified individuals and 
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actively support their development and transition into careers in the environmental sector.
The WWF has a well-structured and well-run internship programme that started in 2007. The bulk of the funding from 
the NSF will be utilised as stipends for 50 post graduate interns placed at various organisations across the country. The 
interns will gain valuable workplace experience and training in order to develop them into competent professionals in 
occupations that fall under what can be termed green skills in high demand. These are occupations such as environ-
mental scientist, urban and regional planner, statistical ecologist, energy efficiency technician, marine biologist, environ-
mental managers and water quality technician; amongst others. They are placed with an organisation in order to gain 
experience and are provided with suitably experienced mentors trained by the WWF. The internship programme ensures 
that 75% of interns are black South Africans. It also monitors the gender ratio of interns accepted into the programme. 
Placement rates for graduates in this programme in permanent environmental work wee determined via a tracer study to 
be 83%. Some of the key success factors they have been identified are: the importance of matching interns with mentors 
who have undergone high quality and relevant training; providing networking opportunities; and an excellent induction 
programme.

Many of these NGO success stories are occurring outside of the skills system and its levy funding. However, given 
the success of this NGO work in the youth labour market – as these examples suggest – it is proposed that such work 
should be more effectively integrated into the work of the NSDS IV than has been the case currently. Also, best practices 
learnt from these cases should be more widely advocated and taken to scale in bigger initiatives forged between NGOs, 
SETAs, industry and government.
However, in terms of interviews conducted, respondents from DHET, government and other stakeholders and employers 
state that not much has been done in terms of identifying established and emergent cooperatives and small businesses, 
nor have relevant programmes been promoted. Challenges listed include that: the QCTO is advocating for accreditation 
of workplaces so that the workplace exposure is of the requisite level which is challenging for small businesses; small 
companies generally do not have easy access to graduates because they do not have big advertising or recruitment 
budgets; and a very small proportion of the organisation participates in the skills system and therefore cannot claim 
discretionary grants, thereby reaffirming the analysis in the introductory section.

When determining whether sector projects were established by sector stakeholders and supported by the NSF, DHET 
respondents stated that the provision of support for cooperatives and small enterprise programmes could possibly be-
long in the domain of the Community Education and Training (CET) college sector. However, although these structures 
have been created as an amalgamation of Public Adult Learning Centres (PALCs), the DHET CETC Branch has very 
little capacity and funding stream currently. Government and other stakeholders on the other hand, stated that the NSF 
has done relatively well. The only challenge is the over-concentration of allocation of projects funding. For example, 
one entity would be allocated R50 million to run multiple projects across the country instead of distributing resources to 
multiple entities spread across the provinces to optimise the utilisation and impact of resources.

One case study illustrated that a striking feature of small companies is how much intensive on-the-job training and sup-
port is provided, in the absence of any external incentives. This appears to be due to the close-knit personal relation-
ships that exist or develop, and the high levels of inter-dependence required in a small business. The argument for using 
small businesses to incubate skills through work experience should perhaps be explored more fully than it has been to 
date. There have been examples of programmes that have yielded successful results; these demonstrate the extent of 
the requirements to enable this success.

Using value chain opportunities to develop small business: Mondi Zimele
Much of the innovative work in small business is happening outside of the skills system. For example, in 2011 Mondi, the 
global packaging and paper company, transferred 5 500 hectares of land in the Kranskop district of the KZN Midlands 
to the Isigedlane Community Trust. Following the land transfer, the farm was leased back to Mondi for twenty years. As 
part of the lease conditions, Mondi is required to transfer skills to the community to perform forestry operations, so that 
they can run the entire business, should they choose to do so at the end of the lease. Out of this arrangement, Sibuy-
ile Investments (Pty) Ltd, a silviculture contracting business, was born. Mondi, through its development programme, 
Mondi Zimele, worked with Sibuyile to develop a business and financial plan, identify and train staff and run operations. 
Mondi Zimele aims to build a development model of integrated and focused support, which would provide a motivated 
small business owner with the strongest likelihood of success, taking into account that the lack of funding is one small 
component of the challenges faced by emerging entrepreneurs. The strategic alignment of the needs of the commercial 
business and its supplier development programme is key to its success.

Sibuyile now employs 190 people and manages all aspects of the silviculture business, including land preparation, plant-
ing, maintenance, fire prevention and management of open areas for conservation. In addition to skills development and 
access to finance, Mondi Zimele has provided a mentorship role, working with Sibuyile to find solutions to operational 
challenges. Sibuyile is a good example of the success of Mondi’s entrepreneurship development programme. Monde 
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Zimele has now expanded its support programme into the Forestry Partners Programme to provide support to land 
reform beneficiaries and small-scale community forestry and established a Mondi Zimele Jobs Fund to provide more 
generalised support to community businesses such as road construction, environmental management and general 
construction. Mondi Zimele’s emphasis has shifted increasingly towards recognising the value of appropriate skills de-
velopment and mentoring support. Mondi currently runs an entrepreneurship development programme, implemented 
over seven months. Run MBA-style with classroom instruction on Saturdays, across three locations (Zululand, Midlands 
and Mpumalanga), the participants are asked to prepare a proposal and pitch for a forestry tender. Out of a class of 20 
people, Mondi Zimele hopes to identify 5 strong entrepreneurs. Through this model, Mondi Zimele will have known the 
entrepreneur for close to a year, before he or she is offered business finance.

Some programmes were funded and implemented but did not yield the intended results as described below (Fredericks, 
2018b):

5.1.6.4 Worker education (WE)

A report published by the HRDC (2014) divides WE in South Africa into three focus areas, each with a different starting 
point, a distinct frame of reference informed by desired outcomes and objectives. These focus areas have been called 
the ‘three pillars’ of WE. It is presented in the Figure below.

Figure 5 -17: Three pillars of worker education

Source: WE Framework Final Research Report, 15 August 2014

The NSDS III discusses the challenge of low productivity in the workplace, slow transformation of the labour market, as 
well as a lack of mobility of the workforce. This is largely as a result of inadequate training for those already in the labour 
market. There is thus a commitment in the NSDS III to the development of employed workers. NSDS III Outcome 4.5.1 

Sew Southern Africa – FP&M SETA funded sewing project

Sew Southern Africa, an accredited Level 2 Garment Making National Certificate Qualification private training provider, op-
erates a franchise model working nationally. Sew Southern Africa applied for a grant to the Fashion Council in 2015 which 
was approved in 2016. In 2017, the Fashion Council was liquidated due to a halt in funding. The application for the grant from 
Sew Southern Africa reverted to the SETA. The company was thus funded for a sewing project by the FP&M SETA at R3 500 
per learner. The grant received from the SETA was just for training (460 notional hours or 46 credits).The programme started 
on 4 September 2017 and was completed at the end of November 2017 (a three-month programme). The programme was 
split between learning how to sew on a domestic machine, up to about level 1, i.e. making simple bags, shirts and pants, and 
learning some business skills with the aim of equipping learners with the needed skills to start their own business. In terms of 
outputs, the programme was aimed at 42 students; 30 students started the programme and 17 students completed. According 
to the providers, most students dropped out because of transportation costs whilst others found paid employment. After con-
tacting a sample of the students that completed the FP&M SETA programme, it was found that none of them are employed 
or self-employed in a sewing related job. The main reason given for this is that they had not received their certificates of 
completion yet. Without the certificate they have no proof of their acquired skills to show a potential employer. However, all of 
them noted that the programme added value to their lives as they have learnt valuable skills. Some have stated that they use 
their sewing skills part time to earn some extra funds. Most of the students stated that they would recommend the programme 
to others should it be available again. But, ultimately, the programme did not achieve its intended results.
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states that ‘Training of employed workers addresses critical skills, enabling improved productivity, economic growth 
and the ability of the work force to adapt to change in the labour market.’ Under this Outcome, Output 4.5.1.1 states 
that ‘SETA stakeholders should agree on the provision of substantial quality programmes for workers.’ The role of trade 
unions to support this goal is crucial.

NSDS III states that trade unions and WE and training initiatives are able to use the critical networks of their organ-
isations (e.g. shop stewards and union officials) to educate their members and other workers to suit their needs in a 
manner that is also beneficial to the economy as a whole. South Africa has a long history of WE and training that needs 
to be supported and expanded. Worker-initiated education and training can contribute to a workforce that is better able 
to understand the challenges facing the economic sectors in which they operate. This would benefit the workplace, our 
economy as well as the developmental objectives of our country.

The National Labour and Economic Development Institute (NALEDI) conducted a WE needs analysis looking at the pro-
vision of WE in South Africa (2018). The researchers found that in 2017, there were 189 trade unions (TUs) registered in 
South Africa with union membership highly concentrated in relatively few TUs and labour service organisations (LSOs), 
and further that an estimated three quarters of national union membership resides in just 20 large to medium unions. 
The implication of this is that WE efforts are concentrated in relatively few TUs and LSOs. They also found that the total 
national union membership was at 3.942 million individuals.

When using a sample of 14 TUs with a total of 26 636 shop stewards and 1.820 million members (46% of the total 
national membership), they found that these unions trained 15 061 shop stewards in 2016/17 (56.5% training rate). It 
should be noted that training in this case only referred to a shop steward attending some form of WE and does not in-
clude vocational education. Generally, the core focus of TU training is basic shop stewards training, followed by labour 
law and representation as well as politics/economics, gender and health and safety.

When using estimated shop steward numbers of 5 LSOs, they calculated a total of 60 366 shop stewards with 3 727 of 
them being trained between 2013-2016, a training rate of 6.2%. The average age of learners was 41 years old with the 
majority of them being men (63.4%). Basic shop stewards training is not the focus of the LSOs curriculum as they largely 
focus on emancipatory education, followed by trade union functional skills and general labour studies. 

Educators in both TUs and LSOs have significant union experience, adult education experience and WE experience. 
For TUs, 40% of educators have a diploma and 20% have a degree whereas for LSOs 14% have a diploma and 38% 
have a degree.

A case study was conducted looking specifically at the implementation of WE programmes facilitated by Ditsela. Great 
efforts are made to provide accredited training, but the numbers trained are small, mainly because it is difficult for shop 
stewards to take time off work to attend the training. Other programmes are designed as short courses and are better 
attended but suffer from the difficulties of Ditsela running programmes in provinces from offices located in Johannesburg 
and Cape Town. Resources are stretched and costs are high. Although many trade unions do some training themselves, 
some battle to provide the required training and rely on Ditsela to do the training. Responses from shop stewards in a 
survey and interviews indicates a concern that in an increasingly complex environment shop stewards and officials are 
not adequately trained to respond (Engelbrecht and Fredericks, 2018).

5.1.6.5 Provincial and national government

In public service there are dual reporting departments, PSETA work is concentrated on skills development among the 
Senior Management Service and on transversal skills such as administration and management. In terms of Outcome 12 
of the Medium Term Strategic Framework focusing on the public service, in order to achieve a public service that offers 
a career of choice, the following key actions have been outlined:

•	 Develop mentoring and peer support mechanisms for senior managers 

•	 Build capacity through learning and development Interventions 

•	 Develop mechanisms to help departments strengthen their internal HR capacity

•	 Support the appointment of youth into learnership, internship and artisan programmes.
The DPSA working with SETAs and other stakeholders is expected to help support the development of an efficient, ef-
fective and development-oriented public service. Between 2011-2013, of the 189 703 - 208 856 employees trained per 
year, 16-24% annually were clerical support workers, 2.5-5% annually were employed in elementary occupations, and 
0-9% annually were service and sales workers.
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One of the key targets was to ensure 100 000 youth are appointed to learnership, internship and artisan programmes 
across the public service. By 2014, most public service departments had put learnership and internship policies and pro-
grammes in place, although lack of funding was sometimes a constraint, and the programmes were not always aligned 
to departmental scarcity and skills needs. Increasingly, bursaries were being offered by departments.2

The development of the public service role in making spaces available for internships, learnerships and artisan devel-
opment programmes, as well as opportunities for Work Integrated Learning (WIL) has been widely and strongly empha-
sised. According to the Determination on Interns in the Public Service made by the Minister for the Public Service and 
Administration (undated), interns are formally contracted by host departments for a period not exceeding 12 months, 
to be supervised in formally structured learning and skills development programmes for the duration and supervised 
by trained mentors or coaches. Each individual should be assigned a mentor with whom an agreement is signed that 
includes a work plan. Interns have prescribed entitlement to leave and a monthly allowance. Remuneration schedules 
are defined for interns from NQF Levels 1 to 10.

The DPSA Annual Reports provided the following statistics that indicated incremental recruitment of interns, learners 
and apprentices by public service departments:

Table 5-5: Incremental recruitment of interns, learners and apprentices by public service departments

Period Actual Numbers reported
2009-10 4 002
2010-11 19 278
2011-12 20 370
2012-13 17 820
2013-14 27 350
2015/16 26 055
TOTAL 114 875

Source: DPSA Annual Reports 2013/14 and 2015/16

Although problems were identified with the data on which it was based, a 2016 DPSA analysis3 of the implementation of 
internship, learnership and apprenticeship programmes in the public service over the period April 2014 to March 2016, 
presented the following statistics:

•	 Of the total 44 739 recruited into departments in the 2014/15 financial year, 44% were interns, 54% were learners 
and 2% were apprentices. Indications were that 65% of national departments achieved or exceeded the 5% of de-
partmental fixed staff establishment target, while provincial departments tended to be below 5%. Of those who had 
completed their learnership contracts in national departments, 49% had secured employment, while this was the 
case for only 8% of those recruited by provincial departments.

Fewer were recruited in 2015/16 (30 708), with a similar, although slightly less differentiated, programme profile. 
The proportions recruited nationally and provincially were reversed from the previous year, with 70% in provincial 
departments. 75% of the national departments achieved the 5% targets, but only Gauteng of the provincial depart-
ments did so. Only 4% of those recruited by national departments had been taken into employment, although 49% 
of those recruited by provincial departments had been.

The following tabulation of numbers of interns, learners and apprentices recruited per provincial department was pre-
sented:

Table 5-6: Interns, learners and apprentices recruited per provincial department
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Province Internship Learnership Apprenticeship Other pro-
grammes

Total number 
of interns, 
learners & 
apprentices

Number of 
graduate 
interns

Number 
of student 
interns

Number of 
learners

Number of ap-
prentices

14/15 15/16 14/15 15/16 14/15 15/16 14/15 15/16 14/15 15/16 14/15 15/16
Limpopo 1249 876 1037 1235 473 453 90 271 0 0 2849 2835
Eastern Cape 917 478 398 7 454 76 733 0 0 0 2502 561
Mpumalanga 692 1012 77 0 224 200 0 18 0 0 993 1230
Free State 273 272 700 1303 1270 662 0 38 0 0 2243 2275
Western Cape 1176 104 43 236 124 258 25 205 0 1679 1368 2482
North West 488 415 63 265 287 344 70 50 0 0 908 1074
N o r t h e r n 
Cape

35 126 85 21 97 46 0 96 0 0 217 289

Gauteng 344 1012 122 301 86 8969 23 158 0 3 575 10443
KwaZulu Na-
tal

1314 346 424 69 238 0 0 0 0 0 1 976 415

 Total 6488 4641 2949 3437 3253 11008 941 836 0 1 682 13631 21604
Source: DPSA HRD Chief Directorate. Report on the implementation of Internship, Learnership and Apprenticeship 
Programmes in the Public Service 01 April 2014 – 31 March 2016. (Unapproved Draft)

The DPSA Annual Report 2016/17 observed that a difficulty was that many departments regard the programme as their 
social contribution rather than a means of growing their own skills, and consequently do not provide the necessary de-
velopmental support to individual recruits, leading to their return to unemployment on conclusion of their term of tenure.

Later PSETA Annual Reports distinguish in their data between public service workers as compared to the unemployed, 
whether programmes are funded by PSETA or the sector, and the types of programmes into which learners are entered, 
or complete, including learnerships, internships, artisan development programmes, skills programmes and bursaries. 
Nevertheless, the NSDS III Implementation Report offers the following picture from a SETA perspective, noting that 
SETA data indicated a consistent underachievement of placements of learners in the workplace against targets, despite 
direct efforts to form relevant partnerships with parastatals. The question was also raised whether the focus on unem-
ployed youth had been to the detriment of development of the workforce.

An extract of the data on numbers of workers (public and privately employed) entered into SETA learnerships over the 
period 2011-2016 for those SETAs having a greater preponderance of public service departments shows HWSETA with 
the greatest numbers (12 928 over the entire period). PSETA (1 508) and ETDPSETA (1 785) had the fewest. Compar-
ison of actual placement of workers into learnerships against targets for the year indicates a substantial increase in the 
later years (see below).

Figure 5-18: Workers entered into SETA learnerships
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Source: NSDS III Implementation Report

A similar extract of data on numbers of workers entered into skills programmes for these SETAs shows HWSETA 
(26 343) with the greatest numbers here too, and PSETA with the least (3 499), followed by EWSETA (4 149). Com-
parison of actual placement of workers into SETA skills programmes against targets for the year indicates a general 
achievement beyond the targets, and a broad increase overall (see below).

Figure 5-19: Workers entered into SETA skills programmes

Source: NSDS III Implementation Report

When considering SETAs having a greater proportion of public service departments, data on bursaries awarded to 
workers entering into a SETA learning programme shows that ETDP SETA awarded the greatest number of bursaries 
(2 491), followed by PSETA (1 524), with the fewest bursaries awarded by EWSETA (24) and AgriSETA (387).

Figure 5-20: Bursaries awarded to workers entered into SETA learning programmes
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Source: NSDS III Implementation Report

In addition to the above, a range of other programmes were also undertaken to address skills development and capacity 
building in the public service. At least nine SETAs, including the PSETA, engaged in learning interventions in partnership 
with government departments at national and provincial level. Major projects reported in the DPSA annual reports over 
the period 2011/12 to 2015/16 included development of a career guide, building capacity for managing projects, staff 
training and development in critical areas such as records management, risk management and project management, 
workplace learning, artisan development as well as mentor training.

In alignment with the DPSA’s Public Service Human Resource Strategic Framework, a competency framework for mid-
dle- and senior-management in the public service has been developed in support of development and recruitment of 
public service managers, with focus areas including financial and people management, and service delivery and innova-
tion. Major projects reported in the DPSA annual reports over the period 2011/12 to 2016/17 included providing training, 
technical and advisory support, compulsory capacity building and mandatory training days for departments in the public 
service, service delivery planning framework and methodology, addressing vacancies as well as addressing the lack of 
compliance by departments to regulations and policy prescripts.

In terms of strategy, after the transfer of the Skills Branch to DHET and the development of NSDS III, a concerted in-
ter-departmental effort was made to plan skills development implementation in the public service. The slogan ‘turn every 
workplace into a training space’ was taken up within the public service. Priorities were agreed, and targets were set, and 
the reported numbers indicate that the need to address this ‘supply’ opportunity for training is being acknowledged and 
increasingly is being addressed. However, it is clear that these efforts need to be better integrated with the ‘demand’ side 
and should be utilised with the aim of improving provision of service in the public sector through greater emphasis on 
quality and coordination, rather than merely compliance. NSDS III makes it clear that the purpose of these programmes 
is to develop a more ‘capable’ state and to support the creation of a ‘developmental’ state. There is little evidence of 
programmes being focused on achieving these goals. Rather the goal appears to have been creating work and training 
opportunities for unemployed people – a sound and well supported goal but addressing only the NSDS goal of expand-
ing workplace learning. Internships are generally a year long, following which people leave. While individuals benefit 
by gaining skills and experience, these are not adequately incorporated into the public service. Thus, although the ex-
pansion of workplace learning is to be welcomed it is not the best use of resources if the learned skills are not retained.

5.1.6.6 State-owned entities

Historically, SOEs used to do a lot of training for the economy broadly, especially artisan training. In the late 1990s 
corporatisation and focus on ‘core business’ as well as the establishment of SETAs (and a focus on learnerships rather 
than apprenticeships) resulted in much of that training role being dropped. Eskom, for example, reported little budget for 
training and as a result, the company only trains for its own needs. Accordingly, the company intended to commercialise 
the Eskom Learning Academy and open up to foreign nationalities (having already started training learners from coun-
tries such as Ghana and Mozambique in engineering, construction and system operations).

NSDS III signalled an intention to revive the training function in SOEs, particularly in relation to artisan training ‘as part 
of the shareholder compact to contributes to the country’s socio-economic drive’ (HSRC, 2011). To ease the financial 
burden, SOEs established partnerships with key funding agencies such NSF and SETAs. Between 2012 and 2016, NSF 
allocated a total of R132 444 million: Transnet (R175 million), Denel (R67.5) and DTI (R200.3 million). In 2015/16, NSF 
reportedly allocated R175 million to Transnet, SAAT, Eskom and the DTI (DHET, 2018).

Following the launch of the SIPs in 2012, SOEs were assigned to lead one or more of the SIPS. The SIPS had a man-
date to deliver skills for the project and to create employment. To effect this, the entities were expected to adopt strate-
gies for partnerships, source funding from SETAs and the NSF to lead training for SIPS priority occupations. The DHET 
has initiated a Centre of Specialisation project to build capacity in 26 selected colleges across the country. The object is 
to mobilise human and material resources with a view to building capacity of the colleges to specialise in one or more of 
the 13 priority occupations identified by the DHET as in demand within SIPs. The launch of Medupi Power Station and 
Saldanha Bay IDZ are two worthy case studies, and models that could be replicated in other spaces. It is noteworthy 
that Medupi was launched in 2007, and only incorporated into SIPs in 2012, and therefore its 3 000-artisan target was 
informed by those set by JIPSA. While that may be the case, Medupi does provide a good point of reference for the 
purpose of the NSDS III evaluation.

Before any training was undertaken, Eskom led a fact-finding mission to identify the needs of feeder schools such as 
laboratories, teacher development, equipment, additional classrooms. The object of the undertaking was to assist the 
local schools to improve their mathematics, science and language throughputs as enablers for accessing engineering 
skills training that would be required for the construction and maintenance of a power station. Eskom eventually provid-
ed 6 mobile schools, additional teachers and equipment. With due recognition of capacity limitations of Lephalale TVET 
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College, the company collaborated with its first contractor, Murray and Roberts, to establish Tlhahlong Artisan Training 
Centre as an extension of the College, and appointed Gijima as the training provider. Murray and Roberts invested about 
R32 million towards the construction of the workshops, classrooms and equipment.

To achieve its targets, Eskom had in its tender specifications a ‘clause’ that obligated contractors to train employees and 
local communities to become artisans and to train in other critical skills required for the construction of Medupi station. 
Accordingly, the specifications included a matrix of skills types required, recruitment procedures for learners and quan-
tities that each of the contractors should achieve and report on.

Eskom further established the Medupi Leadership Initiative (MLI) as a stakeholder representative involving employers, 
training providers, the municipality, unions and civil society representatives. The Initiative was tasked with facilitating 
the training and re-training of demobilised worker and community members in modular employable skills (MES) pro-
grammes across some 22 SETA-accredited engineering skills programmes. This was in recognition of the fact that when 
the construction of Medupi winds down, some of the contractors will demobilise their labour force. The MES training 
programmes were first implemented in 2013, and largely funded by the SETAs, mainly merSETA and CHIETA. Both the 
Centre and the College were actively involved in the training.

Since 2008, the Centre has produced 714 artisans of which 400 were reportedly employed in Medupi. Accordingly, the 
Centre was reportedly achieving a pass rate of 89% compared to the national pass rate of 49% and accounted for about 
800 learners trained in MES. The interviewee noted though that inadequacy of funding handicapped the capacity of the 
centre to scale-up enrolment, and that where funding was made available, it was not adequate to cover the full cost of 
training an artisan without ‘cutting corners’, which had the potential to compromise quality. One of the major concerns 
was the absence of EWSETA, which was considered a lead SETA to support Medupi training initiatives.

5.1.6.7 Skills development and Industrial strategy

In Saldanha Bay, the IDZ had committed to train at least 520 learners annually. With funding from merSETA and CHIE-
TA, the IDZ trained about 595 learners of which 364 were trained in programmes that had also been identified as being 
SIPs priority occupations. In 2016, 55 learners had been attached to workplaces within the SBIDZ. To advance its train-
ing agenda, the IDZ established:

	Partnerships with Provincial Skills Development Forum, DHET’s SIPS skills activities, NSF, SETAs, Department 
of Labour’s ESSA system, DTI, SAOGA, Nelson Mandela University, UWC and civic society.

	Community Skills and Training Forum (CSTF) with Saldanha Bay Civil Society. This led to the signing of the 
CSTF Charter by Saldanha Bay Ward Councillors in 2013.

	Credible and accredited private providers within the Municipality due to limited capacity of the local TVET col-
lege to train in skills required by the industry.

	Prior to implementation, the IDZ conducted pre-feasibility and workforce analysis studies which informed the 
planning.

5.1.7 Articulation

The NQF’s objectives within the context of the NSDS III foregrounds access to occupationally directed programmes as 
critical whilst putting aspects like mobility, progression, portability and articulation at the centre of implementing quality 
education and training. It is therefore important for the evaluation to also explore lessons learnt from existing articulation 
initiatives especially between TVET colleges and HEIs in the promotion of the NQF objectives. Examples where such 
articulation initiatives could have taken place to improve mobility within and between NQF sub-frameworks, RPL and 
other associated interventions become key in this section.

The National Articulation Baseline Study of 2017 conducted jointly by SAQA and DUT has set the scene for establishing 
this improvement. This study investigated the successful models that exist for student transitioning between TVET col-
leges and universities of technology (UoTs)/traditional universities, and workplaces. Its findings show that around a third 
of the TVET colleges surveyed reported the existence of their formal articulation arrangements; half are participating 
within informal arrangements, and a seventh within a combination of formal and informal arrangements. Just under half 
of the HEIs surveyed are participating in formal articulation arrangements, and a quarter in informal initiatives. In short, 
all of the TVET colleges reported engagement in some articulation activities, while over two thirds of public HEIs did.

These improvements were also supported by a case study conducted by the evaluation team as part of the NSDS III 
Evaluation, termed a case for articulation and access within skills development programmes in the promotion of the NQF 
objectives through a partnership between INSETA, UWC-FETI, Financial Planning Institute (FPI) and 5 TVET colleges. 
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This is an articulation pathway between a level 5 qualification offered by a TVET college and a university qualification 
(Advanced Diploma in Management - ADM), based at NQF Level 6.

Although the NQF evaluation report of January 2018 reflected that a level 5 occupational qualification for instance, 
would not necessarily earn credits towards a Bachelor’s degree; there are lessons to learn from this case. UWC-FETI 
together with UWC-School of Business Finance (SBF) were able to map out what they had termed ‘an articulation path’ 
from NQF Level 5 Certificate in Wealth Management to the Advanced Diploma in Management Studies. This exercise 
had formed the basis of a professional pathway in financial planning that UWC-SBF accepted and shaped its own pro-
vision to develop a Postgraduate Certificate in Financial Planning. Other HEIs like the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan 
University (NMMU) had also shown interest in piloting their own articulation paths using the UWC-SBF experience. 
NMMU compared the NQF Level 5 Certificate in Wealth Management against its own financial planning qualifications 
and found that it was not possible to equate it with the 1st year of its B. Commerce Degree in Financial Planning. As part 
of continuity, NMMU then proposed the development of a Diploma in Financial Planning at NQF Level 6 that provides an 
articulation route for TVET college graduates of the NQF level 5 Certificate in Wealth Management.

Important improvements have also been noted on other interventions like RPL, especially as it relates to the transforma-
tion agenda. The NSDS III acknowledges that South Africa is challenged by low productivity in the workplace, as well as 
slow transformation of the labour market and a lack of mobility of the workforce, largely as a result of inadequate training 
for those already in the labour market. The TETA Artisan RPL programme that was implemented between April 2014 
and May 2016 and termed Artisan Training Section 28, intended training 270 learners but ended up certificating 262 
apprentices as Red Seals (Artisan Trade Test Certificates), only registering a 3% drop out rate which is a major success 
story considering the huge numbers that were enrolled on the RPL programme.

The purpose for this initiative was to provide an opportunity for experienced employees in the technical sector to be up-
skilled and qualify as artisans. This would in turn address the imbalances of the past by recognising learning employees 
had obtained through practical working for a long number of years. Learners participated in various trades wherein the 
main objective was to increase the number of people to qualify as artisans from the current workforce to support ‘NSDS 
III Output 4.5.1.2: Sector projects are put in place to address specific sector skills gaps.’ This qualification has reportedly 
made apprentices believe in themselves as some had changed departments or companies for better salaries. Some 
had achieved a qualification for the first time in their lives thereby validating their self-worth. These initiatives have thus 
shown that some strides in bringing about education and training reform in South Africa have been achieved within the 
NSDS III implementation period although a lot could still be done moving forward.

SECTION 6: OUTCOMES AND IMPACT

6.1 Introduction

It is important to determine if the goals set out in NSDS III had the intended impact on the economy, the public service, 
on firms and on individuals. It is recognised that skills development cannot in itself increase economic activity or em-
ployment, therefore, the impact of skills development implementation is not definitively established or proven but rather 
signs of impact are explored using data from a variety of sources. What follows is a discussion on the changes in the 
broader economy.

6.2 Understanding the changes in the broader economy

6.2.1 Labour market performance

In Figure 5.14 the unemployment rate of the country is presented. Between 2011 Q2 and 2018 Q2, the unemployment 
rate increased from 25.6% to 27.2%. It should be noted that this is the narrow unemployment rate, excluding the discour-
aged work-seekers which have also been increasing overtime. According to Stats SA (2018b), the labour absorption rate 
has increased slightly but remains at around 43%. So too has the labour force participation rate which increased from 
55.9% in 2011 Q2 to 59.1% in 2018 Q2. The increase in the labour force participation rate indicates that more people are 
entering the labour market; however, the fact that the unemployment rate is increasing implies that there are not enough 
jobs or the jobs that are available require skills that people in the labour market do not have.
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Figure 6-1: Unemployment rate, 2011 Q1 – 2018 Q2

Source: Statistics South Africa Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS), 2018 Quarter 2

6.2.2 Poverty and inequality

According to Stats SA, in the poverty trends in South Africa report, poverty in South Africa increased between 2011 and 
2015 from 53.2% to 55.5%. This translates to over 30.4 million South Africans living in poverty in 2015 (Stats SA, 2017). 
It is commonly found that there is a negative relationship between poverty and education levels. 

The poverty headcount of people with a matric or higher is much less than for those with no schooling or some prima-
ry schooling. In 2015, 8.4% of people with higher than matric schooling were poor whereas 79.2% of people with no 
schooling were poor. A surprising finding is that the poverty headcount of people with no schooling dropped from 86.4% 
in 2006 to 79.2% in 2015. Perhaps government assistance in the form of social grants has been providing some relief.

A report conducted by the World Bank (2018), Overcoming Poverty and Inequality in South Africa, stated that South 
Africa’s Gini Coefficient was at 0.63 in 2015; this is a decline from the 0.65 recorded by Statistics South Africa in 2014. 
Nevertheless, the country is still much closer to 1 than it is to 0. The World Bank report even goes as far as describing 
South Africa as the most unequal society in the world.

6.2.3 Economic growth

Given the state of the economy from 2011-2016 (as shown in the figure below), it would be unrealistic to expect eco-
nomic growth to result from skills development. There are different views as to whether skills development in itself can 
contribute to growth or whether the economy has to expand for the benefits of skills development to be realised. Re-
alistically, it is difficult to see how skills development can impact on the economy without being part of a wider growth 
strategy. In fact, NSDS III made clear its intention of aligning skills development to wider national policies and plans. It 
explicitly set out to forge partnerships and alignments that would enable skills to be part of a wider national economic 
agenda. This purpose has been partially achieved in relation to the formal economy and established businesses. There 
has in addition been some restoration of the role of state-owned enterprises in training for the wider economy. Howev-
er, it is also the case that any success of NSDS impacting on the economy is likely to have been negatively affected 
by the poor rollout of many well-crafted industrial policies which are not implemented. Aligning two complex strategies 
(industrial strategy and skills strategy) including implementing in an effective manner that achieves real change, is not 
easy. Very often assumptions are made about the commitment of key stakeholders - located in SETAs, TVET colleges, 
employer associations and industry bodies, in IDZs etc - that are incorrect. Instead of people working together the reality 
can be that of people deliberately avoiding each other. In such situations any impact achieved is almost in spite of the 
skills strategy, not the result of it.

The figure below does not display a positive picture. Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth in the economy declined 
for two consecutive quarters in 2018, ultimately moving the economy into a technical recession (Stats SA, 2018a). The 
International Monetary Fund, however, in their World Economic Outlook publication (July 2018), forecast a positive 
growth rate for South Africa in 2018 at 1.5%, thereafter further increasing to 1.7% in 2019. They maintain that the weak 
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performance in 2018 Q1 was due to temporary factors and the economy is thus expected to recover on the back of 
increased confidence associated with the new political leadership in the country.

Figure 6-2: South Africa’s GDP growth, 2011 Q2 – 2018 Q2

Source: Statistics South Africa Gross Domestic Product, 2018 Quarter 2

It is evident in the discussion above that in terms of labour market performance, poverty and inequality trends as well 
as economic growth, the economy performed dismally overtime. Whether the skills development agenda made this de-
terioration less than it would otherwise have been is yet to be determined. It was agreed during a national stakeholder 
workshop in August 2017 that rather than trying to evaluate impact, the study should focus on what has worked and not 
worked and examine areas of emerging impact – signs that the strategy is starting to achieve intended results.

What follows is a discussion on the impact in relation to the public service. The aim is to determine whether the impact 
of NSDS III resulted in, or contributed to, a capable and developmental state. 

6.3 Impact in relation to the public service

As described, there were major changes brought about during the period under review. Funding from the ring-fenced 1% 
was released for use by SETAs, there was a concerted effort to start using the public service for training of new entrants, 
and some imaginative programmes such as the graduate internship were put in place. However, some of the changes 
are very recent and not fully integrated into the work of government.

The public service has contributed to achieving some of the NSDS III outputs that are not specific to the public service. 
For example, there is an NSDS output that seeks to expand workplace learning, and another to assist graduates with 
work experience. The public service has made great progress in relation to these. However, there have been problems 
with interns being employed at the end of the internship related to HR policies not enabling this, and so it is not clear 
whether the internship programme is contributing to capacity building as envisaged in NSDS III.

It was noted by one public service manager that when there is a desire to retain an intern on completion of the pro-
gramme, mechanisms are found to extend the internship or create a temporary post, as the processes for filling a funded 
post are such that an intern would not realistically be able to fill the post. For example, one intern completed her one-
year internship, was encouraged to apply for a job, only to find that one of the requirements was three years of work 
experience. HR policies make it very difficult for well-intended programmes to have the desired impact. There are many 
examples of where skills development interventions appear to be in conflict with other policies and procedures. 
A number of SETAs working in the public service sector have conducted impact studies and tracer studies, including 
ETDP SETA and H&W SETA, and the findings are generally positive in relation to impact on the individuals and the 
workplace. The longer-term goal was the building of a capable and developmental state. Given that the period 2011-
2016 was one of many changes, it is too early to discuss the extent to which this ambitious goal has been achieved. 
However, some important building blocks have been put in place that should enable the SETAs engaged in the public 
service to engage in effective skills development. However, at this stage it is probably too early to measure the impact 
of NSDS and interventions promoted by public service SETAs. Research will be needed into the programmes delivered 
in the period since 2014 to establish impact.

After discussing the economy and the public service broadly, the sections that follow narrow down the focus on firms 



99

and then on individuals.

6.4 Impact on firms

In NSDS III, significant emphasis was put on implementing skills development programmes in partnership with various 
stakeholders, including employers. Also, emphasis was put on supporting skills development and training within SMMEs 
and cooperatives. This was expected to have a positive effect on firms in relation to improving the skills level of the 
workforce, increasing productivity as well as an improvement in equity targets.

In this section of the evaluation, impact on firms is determined in relation to productivity. The aim is to determine whether 
education and training as well as skills development projects improved productivity over time. 

This section of the evaluation is based on data collected from an employer survey, interviews with employers, organised 
labour and DHET as well as from case studies.

6.4.1 Productivity

An increase in productivity in the workplace is one of the main short-term or long-term goals of most education and train-
ing as well as skills development programmes. An employer survey conducted by MAS captured responses from close 
to 2 000 employers of which 50.2% are from micro and small enterprises, 25% from medium businesses and 24.8% from 
large businesses. A majority of these employers have implemented or accessed SETA learning programmes (62.6%) 
(internships, learnerships, skills programmes or apprenticeships) since 2011, with learnership programmes being most 
predominant at 62.3%, followed by skills programmes (45.8%), internships (32.2%) and apprenticeships (28.8%). When 
delivering training, employers choose to do in-house training against company requirements (72.8%) as well as use 
private education and training providers (64.6%). When asked about completion rates, the 80%-100% category was 
mostly selected across all of the programmes indicating that employers are of the view that these programmes achieve 
a high completion rate, with reasons for non-completion mostly personal in nature.

In terms of employment, the proportion of learners not previously employed full-time by the organisation being absorbed 
into full-time employment after completion was high in the case of apprenticeships, learnerships and internships with 
moderate achievements for skills programmes. This implies that people are being absorbed into the labour market, and 
yet when looking at the Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS) figures, the unemployment rate increased overtime 
(shown above). Is it that when people are being absorbed, others are being dismissed? Or is it that the labour force is 
increasing at such a rapid rate that the labour market cannot absorb all of the new entrants in its entirety thereby increas-
ing the unemployment rate? Further research would be needed to answer such questions.

When asked about whether training has contributed to an increase in employee productivity, 80.9% of employers stated 
that it did. An increase in employee productivity almost certainly extends to an increase in business productivity and 
profit margins, specifically when a high proportion of employers stated that there is a decrease in errors in the workplace 
(73.3%) as well as an improvement in the quality of product or service delivered (79.3%).

In interviews conducted with organised labour, respondents agreed with the views of employers that training has con-
tributed to all of the aspects stated above. Training has also increased the work readiness of young people entering the 
workplace at 74.8%. However, when asked about the supply of needed skills in the sector, 50.2% of employers stated 
that it is below expectations, with 42.1% indicating that it met expectations. This implies that there is a gap between the 
skills being supplied and that which is being demanded with an extended assumption that should the supply of need-
ed skills increase, employment will increase with positive effects on production, all other things remaining constant. 
Perhaps the skills mismatch in the labour market is the reason why the main motivation for training in an organisation 
is to upskill employees in their existing occupations (51.1%), with only 17.9% stating that they train to provide young 
people with work experience through apprenticeships, learnerships and/or internships. This points to the importance of 
ensuring that the training programmes funded by the skills levy are designed to meet genuine demand and address the 
specific skills needs of employers.

Businesses of various sizes implement education and training as well as skills development programmes in-house or 
through various education and training institutions. This contributes to both employment as well as to the growth and 
productivity of the business itself. Case studies were conducted whereby a closer and more detailed programme de-
scription was provided together with successes and challenges. Examples of case studies include the Meadow Feeds 
Artisan Programme (Fredericks, 2018a), Fasset - Changing the lives of TVET graduates one placement at a time (Ra-
mela and Kufa, 2018), and the case study on the jewellery manufacturing industry (Robertson, 2018). These specific 
cases show that there are areas in which education and training as well as skills development programmes are imple-
mented in a way that yields positive results. All of the artisans in Meadow Feeds for exazzmple obtained employment 
after completion, either with the company itself or with other established companies. Although Meadow Feeds is an 
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agricultural business, located with AgriSETA - and its core business is animal feeds, not mechanical engineering - the 
company is using merSETA quality assured apprenticeships to train and sustain their own in-house maintenance team. 
The apprenticeship is an investment that has as its return a highly efficient maintenance and repair function that contrib-
utes to the success of the company. Another example was Busmark (described in the artisan case study (Engelbrecht, 
2018a) where 23 of the 24 apprentices were employed by the company after completing. The apprenticeship was a key 
enabler of the business.

Business profitability

The examples above are snippets of areas of good practice. However, on a broad scale, with regard to business profit-
ability, Stats SA conducted a study in 2016 capturing a ten-year snapshot of business profitability in South Africa. When 
looking at the profit margin ratio, which is calculated by dividing the profit or loss before tax by sales or by turnover, it 
was found that the average profit margin for the South African formal business sector declined, from 0.09 between June 
2006 and September 2008 to 0.05 between December 2013 and March 2016. This shows that each unit of turnover 
generated less profit in the latter period (Stats SA, 2016). It should be noted that this only represents the formal sector, 
with the informal economy largely uncaptured. In relation to business confidence, the RMB/BER business confidence 
index has mostly remained between 30 and 55 between 2011 and 2018, with 0 recording a complete lack of confidence, 
50 neutrality and 100 extreme confidence. Over the period, there has been a general decline in business confidence 
from 55 in 2011 Q2 to 39 in 2018 Q2 and further to 38 in 2018 Q3 (Trading Economics, 2018).

Somehow the positive attitudes of employers participating in SETA and NSF funded programmes is not finding expres-
sion in overall business confidence. A survey conducted in the printing industry in 2015 might throw some light on this 
anomaly. It was found in printing that there was a much greater level of confidence in the company and its future than 
there was in the sector as a whole, and when it came to confidence in the economy confidence levels, they were very 
low indeed. It would appear that skills development is contributing to confidence at the level of the firm which may not 
be filtering through to overall confidence. 
The role of state-owned entities (SOEs)

In terms of the aspirations of NSDS III, it can be said that SOEs were identified to contribute to the production of qual-
ified artisans for the economy in line with the key national policies and strategies of government such as the NDP, 
New Growth Path, Skills Accord, IPAP, Human Resource Development Strategy of South Africa and the White Paper 
on PSET. According to the HSRC commissioned research (2011), it was stated that ‘skills development, as part of the 
shareholder compact contributes to the country’s socio-economic drive’.

The New Growth Path (2010), which was aimed at enhancing growth, employment creation and equity, identified strate-
gies that will enable South Africa to grow in a more equitable and inclusive manner while attaining South Africa’s devel-
opmental agenda. Key targets included the aim to produce 30 000 engineers by 2014, with a focus on Mathematics and 
Science, as well as changes to university funding formulae to achieve this, and 50 000 artisans by 2020. In setting these 
targets government acknowledged that no single department would be able to achieve them alone. All departments 
and entities needed to play a role and a key challenge was to restore the traditional role of SOEs in job creation, skills 
development and training and driving growth strategies.

The role of SOEs in developing skills for the economy does not only accommodate engineering and technical skills but 
also extends to other skills including but not limited to finance, human resources, leadership and project management.

Based on the objects of NSDS III, a case study was conducted on Eskom. The findings concurred with other research 
studies (such as HSRC) by stating that skills development is vital for the future sustainability of SOEs, specifically for 
purposes of the skills pipeline, meeting new skills requirements and the replacement of lost skills through natural attri-
tion. But it also highlights the important role identified for the SOEs in training more people than they need – in other 
words training for the wider economy. Stakeholders in SOEs thus have a key role to play in ensuring that the entities 
vast range of skills are developed and nurtured to meet the skills demands and market needs which extends beyond the 
SOEs primary sectors and also benefits other secondary sectors (Zikhali, 2018).

The contribution of SOEs in skills development could be captured through learner intakes and skills pipelines, where 
on completion of training, learners can be absorbed into employment or offloaded to other sectors. This would have a 
positive contribution to economic development as new jobs would be created and also new skills sets would be brought 
into the market to fill skills gaps caused by lost jobs or new skills requirements. However, in the Eskom case study it 
was noted that there was a decline in learner intake (both technical and non-technical), between 2011 and 2016, which 
was attributed to financial constraints (low cashflow and liquidity) as a result of the economic downturn and increased 
reliance on loans. This has negatively impacted the absorption of learners once they have completed training, which 



101

would ordinarily be absorbed into the organisation as graduates in training or entry level employees. A comment made 
in the case study was that as a result of financial constraints, ‘there is more focus by SOEs on internal training than to 
train for the country’ (Zikhali, 2018).

Small, medium and micro enterprises (SMMEs)

An analysis completed by the Bureau for Economic Research for the Small Enterprise Development Agency in 2018, 
found that the SMME distribution is 27% formal, 70% informal, 2.7% agricultural and 0.3% households in 2018 Q1. They 
found that between 2017 Q1 and 2018 Q1, the number of SMMEs declined from 2.48 million to 2.44 million (1.4% year-
on-year). Of this, the number of formal sector SMMEs declined by 9.2% year-on-year, while informal sector SMMEs 
increased by 3.4%. This finding highlights the importance of the informal sector in SMME development and the need to 
increase investment in skills development in the informal sector.

It was also found that the sectors that gained in numbers of SMMEs were the community services sector, financial ser-
vices, and the transport and communication sectors. The remaining sectors lost SMMEs with the biggest loss being in 
the construction sector at 9.4%. 

In terms of employment, in 2018 Q1, 8.9 million workers/owners were active in the sector (54% of total employment). 
However, SMME employment declined from 10.6 million workers/owners in 2017 Q1 (65% of all employment in South 
Africa). Reasons for the decline in employment could be the drought in the Western Cape but more importantly it was 
found that it is new ventures in particular that are failing (between 2-3 years), which is a symptom of the poor economic 
conditions. New ventures failing could be the reason why the attrition of younger age groups (25-34) intensified, as close 
to 60% of current SMME owners are older than 40.

When looking at educational levels, it was found that in 2018 Q1 the share of SMME owners with less than secondary 
completed education increased from 51% to 52% whereas the share of those with secondary completed and higher de-
clined from 49% to 48%. Clearly, increasing the pool of skilled people will contribute towards an increase in SMMEs and 
a resultant increase in employment in the SMME sector. Maybe a focus on increasing the skill level of people for new 
venture creation would contribute to sustainability of these ventures, as the conclusion reached in the study was that it 
is evident that new ventures require development assistance. This is also an indication that the new venture creation 
programmes currently in existence are not delivering the required results.

It is easy to understand how so many small companies and enterprises feel that their needs are not being addressed. 
Interviews with employers, government officials and employer associations paint a picture of a system that is bi-passing 
small business. Small businesses need training and industry and professional bodies actively encourage small busi-
nesses to participate, but the effort and time it takes for a small business to engage with a SETA militates against their 
involvement. The statistics also show that the larger the company is, the more likely it is that the company will participate 
and claim grants. The smaller the company the less likely the company will participate and claim grants. The fact that 
the R500 000 salary bill threshold for paying the levy has not been raised since it was introduced in 1999 (SDLA, 1999), 
means that the number of small businesses paying the levy has increased. The view expressed by the industry inter-
viewee that small businesses are subsidising large businesses is borne out in the analysis of spending during the period 
2011-2016. Even the NSF spending (where it went to companies - as opposed to the sums that went to TVET colleges, 
universities or NSFAS) has been largely targeted at established businesses, including SOEs. This is mainly because 
of the focus on numbers. It is much easier to work with large established companies to achieve big numbers than the 
painstaking work needed when working with small companies to accommodate small numbers of learners, interns or 
apprentices. If you can work with a Mercedes, a FNB, a MONDI or a KPMG to develop a programme that contribute 
thousands towards your target why bother with a small company that can accommodate one or two at most? But the 
benefits of training small numbers of people could be great for an SME. Internships could result in companies expanding 
employment. The net result of this systemic failure is that most small businesses write the skills levy off as a tax, and 
so it becomes an additional cost to the company rather than a benefit. It can therefore be argued that in the context of 
small businesses the impact of skills development is negative. It should also be noted that a key principle behind the 
levy grant system was that all employers should either train (and be funded from the levy for that) or benefit indirectly - 
by paying the levy and recruiting from the pool of trained people funded from the levy. Nevertheless, the concern is that 
more SMEs could be involved in training is the skills system was more supportive and enabling. More impact could be 
achieved if SMEs were treated as sites of training, where skills development is viewed as a central enabler of business 
development.

In relation to the informal sector the evaluation has found no evidence of interventions designed to support skills devel-
opment in the informal sector and so there is consequently no reason to explore impact. However, it is important to set 
out the macro picture so that in future iterations of the strategy impact can be explored. According to Stats SA (2018), 
when disaggregating the number of employed, the formal sector accounts for around 69% whereas the informal sector 
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accounts for approximately 25% of the number of employed. This has remained consistent overtime with the share of 
the informal sector increasing slightly from 24% in 2011Q2 to 25% in 2018Q2. This points to the need to identify those 
that are employed, clarify the functions they perform in each sector and the types of skills development they need and 
then measure performance in relation to implemented programmes. 

6.5 Impact on individuals

The evaluation of impact on individuals is informed mostly by tracer studies conducted with NSF beneficiaries as well 
as SETA beneficiaries. Further evidence includes impact studies and a meta review which was based on existing SETA 
tracers. Firstly, an analysis is provided for NSF beneficiaries. This is followed by looking at SETA beneficiaries and then 
the meta review. The section concludes with a comparative analysis and an analysis of the factors that influence impact 
of programmes.

6.5.1 Outcomes reported by the beneficiaries of NSF funding

The number of respondents that completed the NSF survey was 1 483 individuals. The Figure below shows the number 
of respondents who were, at the time of the survey, employed, self-employed, volunteering or studying, or unemployed. 
The percentage of the enrolment that represented unemployed or studying young people before their training was 
80% and this declined by 19% after the training (57% plus 4% in Figure below), i.e. within 5 years of the end of the 
programme. A significant finding is that the percentage of respondents who were employed or self-employed increased 
from 20% before to 35% (33% plus 2% in Figure below) after the training.

Figure 6-3: Current employment status - all respondents. Actual numbers and percentage of the total sample 
is shown.

A useful lens to view the effect of the programme on the participants is to track their employment status (employed, 
self-employed, studying, unemployed) both before and after their training. In a host of ways, this cannot be deemed a 
full reflection of the impact of a training, since the benefits of training should also be measured in other ways, for ex-
ample improved competence and / or productivity. Also, the factors that determine employment are both multitudinous 
and complex. 

Notwithstanding, there were 200 participants in training programmes who were employed prior to their train-
ing. All of these remained employed after their training. In addition, 195 people of those who completed the train-
ing gained employment. This represents an increase in the proportion of employed people from 19% to 37% 

.

When looking at the areas of employment for the 395 respondents who were employed after the programme, 189 were 
employed in the formal job market. These all retained their jobs, with some 206 respondents moving from being self-em-
ployed, from study or from being unemployed into employment or self-employment. The proportion of employed people 
increased in all fields of study after training, of which the biggest increase was in the construction, where, despite a 
relatively small enrolment, 24% (15) of the respondents obtained jobs where they had previously been unemployed. The 
manufacturing field was the largest of the fields of learning, and 79 respondents who were previously unemployed (22%) 
obtained new jobs, with an overall increase in employment from 11% to 33%. This suggests a better match between the 
skills sets developed in the programmes and the requirements of the job market.

Interestingly, the information above includes only those who completed the programme. Some 14% (25 people) of those 
who dropped out of the programme also gained jobs where they had previously been unemployed: indeed, in some 
cases respondents gave their reason for dropping out as that they had been offered a job. This suggests enrolment in 
a programme may in some instances lead to better access to job opportunities. Taken together, therefore, 220 respon-
dents were newly employed after the training programmes.
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In relation to the service providers of those respondents who obtained employment, it was found that the vast majority of 
those who obtained new jobs were recipients of public provider training, in the ratio of 9 public: 1 private new job. Given 
that service providers of training courses were overwhelmingly (85%) from public providers, this finding is unsurprising. 
When weighted to account for disproportionate numbers of courses, the ratio was approximately 1.5 public course grad-
uate obtaining a job to every 1 private course graduate.

6.5.2 Outcomes reported by the beneficiaries of SETA funded programmes (results of the tracer study)

The number of learners interviewed for the SETA funded tracer study was 3 685 individuals. The figure below shows that 
for SETA funded programmes, 68% of graduates were employed after completing the programme. This is compared to 
48% that were employed when enrolling. Thus, the percentage of respondents who were employed or self-employed 
increased from 48% before to 68% after the training. 

Interestingly, of the 66 self-employed respondents, 47 represent new business start-ups, i.e. people who did not have 
businesses prior to their training.

Figure 6-4: Current status - All respondents. The percentage of the sample in each category as well as the 
absolute numbers are shown.

 
For SETA funded programmes, the analysis is based on using a reduced sample of 2721 of the 3 685 respondents for 
whom corresponding pre- and post-training employment data were accurately captured. It was found that of the 1 062 
respondents were employed both before and after the SETA funded programmes, 1 049 were employed in the formal 
job market (Ref table), 11 moved from being self-employed to employment in the formal sector and 2 were self-em-
ployed before and after the training. In addition, 749 respondents shifted from being unemployed or studying into 
employment or self-employment. These represent 749 new jobs that were found by participants in the SETA-support-
ed training courses. To complete this picture, 64 respondents who did not indicate whether or not they were employed 
prior to the training, were employed after it. Thus, the number of ‘new jobs’ could be as high as 813 jobs (assuming 
these people were not employed before the training, which is a reasonable assumption, given the other data fields that 
were captured).

The proportion of employed people increased in all fields of study after training of which the biggest increase was in 
the Construction field. This field was not represented by many respondents (179 out of 2 721), but employment rose 
from 20% to 55%. Thus 35% (63) of the respondents obtained jobs where they had previously been unemployed. Other 
fields with large (>30%) increases in proportion of people who found jobs from before to after the training programmes 
were Manufacturing, Engineering & Technology (including the mining sector) and Business, Commerce & Administra-
tion. These two were the field with the most respondents. The fact that they were associated with a good improvement 
in employment after the training suggests that these training programmes do provide an improved skill set for learners 
meeting the requirements of the job market.

Interestingly, the information above includes only those who completed the programme. Some 7% (12 people) of those 
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who dropped out of the programme also gained jobs. Taken together, therefore the number of respondents who were 
newly employed after the training programmes is between 761 and 8254, depending on whether the set of respondents 
with unknown employment status before the training are included or not.

In terms of the service provider providing training, given that service providers of training courses were overwhelmingly 
(87%) from private providers, it is unsurprising that the vast majority of those who obtained new jobs were recipients 
of private provider training, in the ratio of 7.5 private: 1 public new job. When weighted to account for disproportionate 
numbers of courses, the ratio was approximately 1.2 private course graduate obtaining a job to every 1 public course 
graduate. Interestingly, this ratio is consistent with this evaluation’s finding that respondents were in most respects 
equally happy with the quality of private and public entity training programmes.

6.5.3 Outcomes reported by the beneficiaries of SETA funded programmes

The graph below provides the average percentage of graduates who were employed and unemployed in 8 SETAs at 
the time that the respective tracer studies took place. It is important to note though that not all the studies provided em-
ployment levels at the beginning of the programme. This made it more difficult to make conclusive statements about the 
levels of change and this is discussed in more detail in this section.

Figure 6-5: Percentage of graduates who were employed or unemployed after programme completion

This graph is based on the data in the following studies: FASSET 2010-2015 Work Readiness Programmes (WRPs), 
HWSETA 2013/2014, Internships and Learnerships, HWSETA 2014/15 Bursaries, Internships and Learnerships, 
HWSETA 2012 Summative Evaluation of the Ancillary Health Care Qualification and its Associated Skills Programmes, 
INSETA 2010-2016 Learnerships, LG SETA 2011/12 and 2013/14 Internship and Learnerships, merSETA 2011/12 and 
2013/14 Learnership, Internships and Apprenticeships, MICT SETA 2011/2012 -2015/2016 Learnerships, Internships 
and Skills Programmes, SACCI 2011/2012 -2016, SSETA 2011-2014 Learnerships and Internships, TETA 2010-2014 
All Programmes, NSF 2013 Nated Qualifications.

The above graph shows that at the point at which the evaluation studies were undertaken almost 59% of the graduates 
of skills programmes were employed while 37% were unemployed across the programmes. Where comparative data 
was available, a number of institutions demonstrated positive employment outcomes after programme completion.

Table 6-1: Employment outcomes

Institution Programme 
evaluation 
period 

Programmes evaluated % of unemployed 
at the start of the 
programme

% employed 
after the pro-
gramme

CATHSETA 2011-2015 National Certificate in Fitness 
(NQF Level 5) and the Further 
Education and Training Cer-
tificate in Sport Administration 
(NQF Level 4)

59%  70%
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CATHSETA 2011-2013 National Certificate in Dealing 
(NQF Level 3) and the National 
Certificate in Gaming Operations 
(NQF Level 3)

38% 87%

FASSET 2010-2015 Work Readiness Programmes 
(WRPs)

73% 69%

HWSETA 2014/15 cohort 
of learners

Bursaries, internships and learn-
erships

100% 52%

HWSETA NSDS III period 
(2011 – 2016)

All programmes 100% 63%

HWSETA 2012 Summative Evaluation of the An-
cillary Health Care Qualification 
and its Associated Skills Pro-
grammes

73% 32.20%

INSETA 2010-2016 Learnerships 64% 81%

MICT SETA 2 0 1 1 / 2 0 1 2 
-2015/2016

Learnerships, Internships and 
skills programmes

82% 54%

TETA 2010-2014 Apprenticeships, Internships, 
Learnerships and Bursary

46% 72%

A closer look at the studies where cohorts had been out of the programme for a year or more found that graduates were 
often absorbed into their host organisation. This was the case in HWSETA 2014/15 Internships and Learnerships, and 
merSETA 2011/2012 - 2013/2014 Apprenticeship programmes, which indicated that 61% and 48% of their graduates, 
respectively, currently work for their host organisation. In addition to this, 3 studies (HWSETA 2014/15 Internships and 
Learnerships, ETDP NSDS III period (2011 – 2016) and FASSET 2010-2012 Work Readiness Programmes) listed that 
more than 65% of the employed graduates from the survey were absorbed and working in the sector.

What is evident from the tracer studies is that some SETAs demonstrate a high degree of access to employment and 
career prospects. For example, 65% of learners in the CATHSETA programmes were employed, in either temporary or 
permanent positions after completing their learnership. The INSETA tracer study reported a high employment conver-
sion rate of 85%, most of whom (69%) are working in the insurance or related sectors.

For the FP&M SETA, unemployment dropped from 72% to 44% amongst those who were unemployed upon entering the 
learnership programme. Employment data for apprenticeships are even more impressive with 71% of the unemployed, 
who graduated from apprenticeship programmes, having found employment at the time of the survey.

Of concern though are the programmes experiencing poor employment conversion after programme completion. For 
example, the MICT SETA tracer report evaluated programmes over a four-year period and of the completed and certified 
enrolments, 54% of respondents indicated employment and 46% stated that they were unemployed. Within this it is 
noted that 18% were already employed at the outset of the programme. This programme had high volumes, the majority 
of whom were unemployed at the programme outset, which indicates a real commitment of the SETA to integrate new 
entrants. However, the high number of 11 587 candidates that have undergone programmes but are unemployed is a 
cause for concern. The main reasons provided by candidates for their failure to find employment include: insufficient 
relevant work experience (30%); low demand for this type of qualification (13%); qualification or training not recognised 
by industry (8%); and the difficulty encountered in searching for related work without an income (30%). The Information 
and Communication Technology (ICT) is a growth sector in South Africa and it is concerning that there is not a greater 
degree of conversion of students into permanent employment after programme completion. Employers in the MICT 
SETA (programmes implemented 2011/2012 -2016/16) explained that the reason they had not been able to absorb 
graduates emerging from the learning programmes was that they had qualified in occupations that were not in demand 
within their companies. The employer survey also highlighted budget constraints (31%) and no vacancies (45%) as 
primary reasons for a lack of absorption. 

The 2013/14 HWSETA Tracer Study Report indicated that only 19% of learnership candidates were employed after their 
programmes. Unfortunately, there are no insights provided for this low conversion in the Tracer study, indicating a real 
need to undertake a root cause analysis in such studies. For interest though is that there was a significant improvement 
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in the 2014/2015 HWSETA Tracer Study employment status findings, with 52% of learners reporting that they had found 
employment. 

There are though again no reasons provided in the latter study for this improvement. Future Tracer studies would benefit 
from an assessment of the factors that impact on employment outcomes and would also benefit from a more granular 
focus to assess successful outcomes.

6.5.4 Comparative analysis

•	 A significant difference between the SETA (tracer study) and NSF studies is the proportion of learners who were 
already employed when electing to have training (48% of SETA learners, as opposed to 20% of those NSF-sup-
ported learners). Since the NSF funded programmes are primarily targeted at unemployed and disadvantaged 
people. It is not surprising that more SETA funded beneficiaries were employed prior to enrolling.

•	 In the case of the NSF funded beneficiaries, the percentage of respondents who were employed or self-em-
ployed increased from 20% before to 35% after the training.

•	 And in the case of the SETA funded beneficiaries (tracer study), the percentage of respondents who were em-
ployed or self-employed increased from 48% before to 68% after the training, which is a similar finding to the 
NSF study, albeit from a lower employment base in that group of respondents.

•	 For the SETA funded beneficiaries in the meta review, the percentage of employed respondents after complet-
ing the programme was 59%, lower than in the case of the SETA funded beneficiaries in the tracer study.

•	 The SETA programmes do appear to be more effective in securing employment after completion. 

•	 The proportion of the employed people increased in all fields of study for both the NSF and SETA funded pro-
grammes (tracer study) and the biggest increase was in the construction field for both studies. 

•	 In terms of service providers, NSF funded beneficiaries had a weighted ratio of 1.5 public course graduate ob-
taining a job to every 1 private course graduate, whereas for SETA funded beneficiaries, the weighted ratio is 
approximately 1.2 private course graduate obtaining a job to every 1 public course graduate. This ratio is closer 
to a 1:1 ratio than the NSF data, and is consistent with this evaluation’s finding that respondents were in most 
respects equally happy with the quality of private and public entity training programmes.

•	 It should be noted that although employment increased for these beneficiaries, it is still at a low of 35% for NSF 
funded beneficiaries, 68% for SETA funded beneficiaries (tracer study) and 59% in the case of the meta review 
analysis.

6.5.5 Factors that influence impact

A number of factors have been highlighted in the employer survey and tracer study for this evaluation as well as the 
meta-analysis of evaluations conduced in SETAs, that influence whether a programme will have impact. These include: 
• Ownership. Whether the programme was registered with, and funded by, the SETA – employers may have more 

confidence in an artisan programme funded and delivered in their sector than in an identical programme delivered 
in a sector that is viewed as not having the trade concerned as one of its core trades or occupations.

• Qualification type. The type of qualification and the sector for which the programme prepares the learner. For ex-
ample, the merSETA (2011/12 and 2013/14) analysis highlights the relationship between relevant qualification and 
employment. The study, which focused on the apprenticeship programme, found that all students who graduated in 
automotive sales and support services were able to access employment. In addition, it also found that trades such 
as motor mechanics, electricians and fitters were more employable than graduates who had trained as pipe fitters 
where only 24% found employment and graduates who had trained as steel erectors where only 27% of graduates 
found employment.

• Occupations targeted. In another example, the studies indicate that learners with certain qualifications in the 
health sector are more likely to find employment when compared to learners with qualifications in the social sector. 
Reasons provided focused on the low number of advertised posts requiring HWSETA qualifications hypothetically 
indicating a supply-demand mismatch. With respect to graduates from the HWSETA 2012/13 - 2016/17 apprentice-
ship programmes: the study suggested that the lack of jobs/demand for trades explains the length of time that it is 
taking graduates to find employment for trades such as Tool, Jig and Dye maker (typically 6 months). The extent 
that this is in fact the explanation may need to be probed further as other studies suggest it is the type of trades that 
determines whether individuals access employment (as highlighted previously in this report).
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• Genuine demand. Graduates from certain programmes (linked to level and type of qualification) are more likely to 
secure employment post the programme. Many employers indicate concerns about the mismatch between supply 
and demand. To this end many tracer reports suggest that to increase employment rates, there is a need to engage 
with the sector to identify priority skills and trades. Targets should be informed by actual demand within the sector 
concerned. 

• Level of qualification. The evaluation of the programmes supported by the SSETA found that the higher the level 
of qualifications learners attain the more quickly they access employment. The Tracer study suggested that it would 
be useful if the SETA undertook an advocacy campaign targeted at employers to improve the perception of lower 
level technical and vocational qualifications (learnerships, apprenticeships, skills programmes). 

• Location. In some studies, an association was established between employment status of graduates and geo-
graphic location. This includes the SSETA (2011-2014 learnerships and internships study) where it was found that 
the majority of learners were able to secure employment within 6 months of qualifying. However, the evaluation 
stated that this was not the reality for graduates from townships indicating that these graduates have the longest 
waiting times in terms of finding employment.

• The state of the economy. Across studies though many evaluations suggest that the challenge goes beyond ad-
dressing the skills mismatch: they observe that the challenge of on-going unemployment in South Africa and the 
reality that the economy is not creating a sufficient number of new jobs is the key explanation for continued unem-
ployment.

6.6 Impact in relation to transformational imperatives

After looking at the employment trends of a sample of NSF funded and SETA funded beneficiaries (based on tracer 
studies), the transformational aspects need to be highlighted. So, employment for the sample of beneficiaries increased, 
as stated above, but do they reflect an improvement in transformation targets, as the intention of NSDS III was to make 
sure that the energy and resources of education and training stakeholders are focused on ensuring that measurable im-
pact is achieved over the five-year period in regard to the seven (7) key developmental and transformation imperatives. 
The education and training stakeholders needed to first facilitate equitable access to opportunities and over and above 
that, the training had to result in positive change.

The transformational imperatives were informed mostly by data from the DoL and Stats SA as well as case studies, 
tracer studies, and the employer survey. This sub-section starts with an analysis of equity broadly, using mostly the em-
ployer survey and case studies. Next, a discussion on the various transformation imperatives is presented, using DoL 
data as well as tracer study information and Stats SA data.

6.6.1 Equity

Considering South Africa’s historical background in which a huge proportion of the population were discriminated against 
on the basis of race, gender as well as disability, equity in the workplace has gained significant importance after the 
new democratic government came into power. Specific legislations were enacted to advance previously disadvantaged 
people in the workplace of which the Employment Equity Act 55 of 1998 is the primary source of reference.

According to the Employer Survey, 70.8% of the surveyed employers state that there is an increase in the proportion of 
skilled posts being filled by black people (African, Indian and Coloured), whereas 51.7% state that there is an increase 
in the proportion of managerial and supervisory posts being filled by black people. These results are less positive with 
regards to gender, with 59.8% of employers stating that there is an increase in the proportion of skilled posts being filled 
by women and 46.9% stating that there is an increase in the proportion of women in managerial and supervisory posts. 
With regards to people with disabilities, only 23.3% of employers stated that there is an increase in the number of people 
with disabilities employed in the organisation. Do note that this figure is in relation to simply being employed, with the 
expectation that being employed in a managerial or supervisory post being much less likely. Furthermore, in the meta 
review on SETA tracer studies conducted it was found that with respect to people living with disabilities, most studies 
commented that the level of representation of learners with disabilities was not satisfactory, indicating that further efforts 
need to be made to include learners with disabilities in the different skills development programmes.

Interviews with organised labour revealed a level of scepticism as to impact of skills development on employment equity. 
Respondents stated bluntly that training has not contributed to equity. The views expressed by trade unionists are sup-
ported by QLFS labour statistics, in which it was found that the unemployment rate for men is still lower than what it is for 
women, although both have increased over time. Also, the unemployment rate for Africans is significantly higher than for 
whites (discussed in detail below). Nevertheless, the employer survey is an important indicator that – particularly where 
the company is seriously seeking to bring about transformation and improve employment equity – skills development is 
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contributing to employment equity.

In order to get a deeper understanding on the impact that various education and training and skills development pro-
grammes has on the transformation agenda of South Africa, numerous case studies were conducted specifically looking 
at the success rates of programmes that had transformational targets, some of which have been mentioned previously 
(Section 5). The Eskom, Siemens and HWSETA legacy skills development project (Jenkin, 2018), the Monyetla work 
readiness contact centre programme (Jenkin, 2018) and the Tshepo 1 million programme (Bodila, 2018) had transfor-
mational targets and contributed towards skills development as well as equity targets. The case study below looked 
at training of employed workers in large, medium and small companies and came up with the following conclusions in 
relation to equity (McLean, 2018):

Training of employed workers: Learnings from large companies, medium companies and small companies

Large companies: 

• Large companies are using the skills levy system to improve their own equity profile. Preferential funding of pre-
viously disadvantaged individuals by SETAs has resulted in a significantly higher public and private sector investment in 
these target groups. There is however a much slower rate of absorption relative to supply. 

Medium companies:

• Tax incentives under the learnership scheme play a significant role in the decisions made by many companies. 
The higher incentive for disabled learners appears to be finding traction where many other policy instruments have 
failed. Careful monitoring of initiatives targeting learners with disability may be important to ensure adaptive manage-
ment of the strategy.

Small companies:

BBBEE compliance might not be a strong driver for smaller businesses, specifically not for the companies 
identified in this case study.

6.6.1.1 Race

Based on the 2017/18 annual report of the Commission for Employment Equity (DoL, 2018), it is clear that when look-
ing at the proportion of different race groups in different levels of occupations, the African share is highest in unskilled 
level positions, whereas the white share is highest in top management level positions. This is quite a grim picture; what 
follows is a trend analysis to determine whether there has been some improvement overtime. 

Table 6-2: Proportion of employed by race and occupational level, 2017/18

Race Occupational level
Top manage-
ment

Senior man-
agement

Professionally 
qualified

Skilled S e m i -
skilled

Unskilled

African 14.3% 22.1% 42.2% 61.7% 76.8% 83.5%
Coloured 5.1% 7.7% 9.6% 11.3% 12.1% 11.1%
Indian 9.4% 10.9% 8.8% 5.6% 2.9% 0.8%
White 67.7% 56.1% 36.5% 19.6% 5.9% 1.1%
Foreign Na-
tional

3.4% 3.2% 2.9% 1.7% 2.4% 3.5%

Source: Commission for Employment Equity, Annual Report, 2017/18.

In terms of a trend’s analysis, for top management level positions, the African share has remained constant between 
2015 and 2017 at 14.3%, whereas for whites it declined slightly from 68.9% in 2015 to 67.7% in 2017. Of significance is 
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that for the remaining job levels, the African share increased between 2015 and 2017, with the biggest increase being 
in the case of skilled level positions at an increase of 2.9 percentage points, from 58.8% in 2015 to 61.7% in 2017. The 
white share declined for all of the job levels, except the unskilled level where it remained unchanged. The biggest drop 
was in the skilled level position at a drop of 2.4 percentage points, from 22.0% in 2015 to 19.6% in 2017. Evidently, 
Africans were put into skilled level positions and whites were removed from them. These trends signal that there have 
been improvements in the case of more Africans getting higher skilled level positions (DoL, 2018).

However, when looking at the unemployment rate by race, it is observed that not only is the unemployment rate much 
higher for Africans than it is for whites, it has also been increasing over time, from 29.7% in 2011 Q2 to 30.5% in 2018 Q2 
(Stats SA, 2018b). Even though the number of employed has increased overtime, the labour market could not absorb 
all of the new entrants into the labour market.

6.6.1.2 Class

There is irrefutable evidence that a person’s income is strongly correlated with their level of education (Stats SA, 2017). 
Therefore, it is very important that working class people whether employed or unemployed have access to programmes 
that take them to higher qualification levels. People should not just be trained to do work only at their current level. Pro-
grammes should enable people to progress to higher qualification levels and increase their earning power in the labour 
market.

One of the challenges identified prior to NSDS III was that the focus on unemployed people, and in particularly the 
NEETs, has led (unintentionally) to the needs of employed workers being neglected. It was the intention of NSDS III to 
rectify this. This evaluation has established that according to SETA data, there has been a reasonably good balance 
between programmes targeted at the unemployed and programmes targeted at employed workers, but according to the 
NSF figures, there has been a drift towards funding students who mostly cannot be considered previously employed.

Although a lot of employed workers have engaged in skills development programmes that do not necessarily result in 
full qualifications but rather earn credits towards them, a very large number of employed workers have successfully com-
pleted learnership and artisan programmes – that do lead to higher level qualifications. This would appear to support the 
view that there has been an improvement in programme implementation that has benefited workers and enabled them 
to gain new skills and qualifications.

6.6.1.3 Gender

In 2017/18, when looking at the proportion of males and females by occupation level, the female share is highest for 
skilled level positions, whereas the male share is highest at top management levels. The proportion of females increas-
es when the positions become lower up until semi-skilled positions (DoL, 2018).

Table 6-3: Proportion of employed by gender and occupational level, 2017/18

Gender Occupational level
Top manage-
ment

Senior man-
agement

Professionally 
qualified

Skilled S e m i -
skilled

Unskilled

Male 77.1% 66.2% 53.4% 52.9% 56.5% 59.1%
Female 22.9% 33.8% 46.6% 47.1% 43.5% 40.7%

Source: Commission for Employment Equity, Annual Report, 2017/18.

In terms of a trend’s analysis, for top management positions, senior management positions, professionally qualified 
positions, and skilled positions, the female share increased and the male share declined. This is an encouraging finding 
as it indicates that females are accessing higher skilled positions. The biggest increase was in the case of skilled level 
positions at an increase of 1.9 percentage points, from 45.2% in 2015 to 47.1% in 2017.

Also, in terms of the tracer study analysis, when looking at the NSF funded beneficiaries’ tracer study, it was found that 
comparatively more women than men obtained jobs after completing a training programme. This was also evident in the 
case of the SETA funded beneficiaries as women in formal employment increased by some 80% on pre-training levels, 
whilst there was a slightly lower increase for men, of 66%.

Hence, when looking at the analysis above it seems as if the transformational agenda is moving in the right direction 
in the case of woman. However, more still needs to be done as is evident when looking at the unemployment rates by 
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gender: it remains lower for men than it does for women at 25.3% and 29.5% in 2018 Q2, respectively. Also, the labour 
force participation rate consistently remained above 60% for men whereas for women it was recorded at around 50%. 
This is the case even though women constitute 51.2% of the population (Stats SA, 2018b).

6.6.1.4 Geography

In terms of the tracer study analysis, for the NSF funded beneficiaries, the training programmes were not equally repre-
sented in the different provinces: most respondents were from KwaZulu-Natal or Limpopo. It is therefore not surprising 
that the greatest proportion of newly obtained jobs across provinces were in KwaZulu-Natal (31%). It should be noted 
that if one only looks at the percentage of newly obtained jobs in the KwaZulu-Natal province on its own, it was just 
over 10%. In contrast, in Gauteng there was only 20% of newly obtained jobs across provinces, but within the Gauteng 
province alone, 31% of previously unemployed people who underwent training obtained jobs.

Figure 6-6: The percentage of all newly obtained jobs across provinces is shown as well as the percentage of 
respondents from each province who obtained new jobs after being previously unemployed.

For SETA funded beneficiaries, the SETA-supported training programmes were primarily located in Gauteng. This ex-
plains the high percentage of newly obtained jobs in that province in proportion to the others. Interestingly, the provinces 
fared fairly equally in terms of the proportion of unemployed people who obtained employment (relative to the size of 
the learner population in that province). This finding is different from the NSF data. This may suggest that the SETA 
programmes are more aligned with specific demand in a province highlighting the importance of improved planning to 
better outcomes; particularly in provinces where recruitment into the workplace is limited.

Figure 6-7: The percentage of all newly obtained jobs across provinces is shown as well as the percentage of 
respondents from each province who obtained new jobs after being previously unemployed.

Despite the increases in employment within the different provinces, when looking at the unemployment rate by province 
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in 2018 Q2, even for the KwaZulu-Natal province it has been increasing over-time, from 20% in 2011 Q2 to 21.8% in 
2018 Q2. The same is true for the Gauteng province with an increase from 28.3% in 2011 Q2 to 29.7% in 2018 Q2. The 
unemployment rate is highest in the Free State province at 34.4% and lowest in the Limpopo province at 19.3% in 2018 
Q2. The Eastern Cape and Mpumalanga provinces also have high unemployment rates at 34.2% and 33.2%, respec-
tively. These trends have generally remained the same overtime (Stats SA, 2018b).

6.6.1.5 Age

In examining impact in relation to young people there are two approaches, the one focusing on individuals who partici-
pate and the other is impact on the challenge of the 3.3 million NEETs. According to Stats SA (2018c), it was found that 
of the 10.3 million persons aged 15–24 years, 32.4% (approximately 3.3 million) were not in employment, education or 
training, implying that close to one in three young South Africans between the ages of 15 and 24 years were not partic-
ipating in the labour market in 2018 Q1. Overall, the SETAs and the NSF have done well in focusing resources towards 
the youth. Of the approximately 200 000 people trained each year, about one third are under 25 (32%), almost two thirds 
are under 30 (62%) and three quarters are under 35 (76%). This is strong evidence that the increased emphasis on the 
NEETs is resulting in increasing numbers of young people being given access to programmes that are having an impact 
- a large proportion do obtain work through the programmes. More such young people gain employment than do those 
going through public TVET colleges. There are even signs that a young person accessing a learnership or apprentice-
ship has a better chance of getting a good job than many university students from poorer backgrounds.

In the tracer study analysis, it was found that the majority of the respondents who were employed prior to the training 
were in the older age categories - entrants in the 31 – 35 and >35 age categories. In terms of the age groups of the re-
cipients who obtained jobs, the opposite pattern was observed to the ‘before’ picture: the majority of the newly obtained 
jobs went to people under 30 years of age, and in the case of the SETA funded beneficiaries in particular, the 26 – 30-
year age bracket showed the most recipients of newly obtained jobs. On the other hand, fully half of those starting their 
own businesses were over 35 years, according to the NSF study.

However, when using the under 35 numbers, around 150 000 young people a year (75 000 if the under 25 figure is used) 
are being trained. This is a very low number when compared to the total of over 3.3 million NEETs and in relation to the 
500 000 young people who leave school each year. Thus, the proportion of NEETs accessing relevant programmes is 
low. So, what the skills system is doing is making a contribution to impacting on the NEETs challenge, but it is, and will 
remain, a relatively small one.

Evidently, according to Stats SA (2018b), the age group that has the highest unemployment rate is people between the 
age of 15-24 years, with an unemployment rate of above 50% in 2018 Q2. This is quite a grim picture that has remained 
consistent overtime.

6.6.1.6 Disability

In 2007, disabled employees represented 0.93 per cent of the population of permanent employees and received a 0.62 
per cent share of all training of permanent employees (HSRC, 2008), whereas in 2015/16 the proportion of people living 
with disabilities accessing learning opportunities was 2% (Analysis of SETA performance data). This means there was 
a significant improvement between that phase of the NSDS and the period under review.

Based on the annual report of the Commission for Employment Equity (2017/18) it was observed that people living with 
disabilities are grossly under-represented at the top management level (1.3 per cent), senior management level (1.3 per 
cent), professionally qualified level (1.3 per cent), skilled level (1.2%), semi-skilled level (0.9 per cent) and the unskilled 
level (1.0 per cent). Between 2015 and 2017, the proportion of people living with disabilities employed at these various 
levels declined (except for professionally qualified positions where it remained unchanged), with the most significant 
decline being at the top management level at a decline of 0.4 of a percentage (DoL, 2018). Furthermore, those persons 
living with disabilities who are employed at top levels are mostly white males with 50.8 per cent white male represen-
tation in this level. Males with disabilities enjoy greater representation than females with disabilities at all employment 
levels (DoL, 2017). This is the case even though the 2016 Community Survey (Stats SA, 2016) found that disability is 
more prevalent amongst females.

6.6.2 Conclusions

The NSDS III was clear about directing resources towards the transformation imperatives. Although the strategy did 
not set clear targets and these were subsequently agreed through SLAs between the DHET and SETAs, access to 
learning opportunities was facilitated (as shown in Section 5). Across all transformation imperatives there are some pos-
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itive developments and marked improvements when compared with the previous phase of the NSDS. According to the 
tracer study analysis, mostly people below the age of 30 and comparatively more women than men obtained jobs after 
completing a training programme. Also, according to the DoL, Africans as well as females are accessing better skilled 
positions. However, broadly speaking, access was not accompanied by improvements in unemployment rates of those 
aged between 15-24, females, people living with disabilities nor Africans, according to Stats SA.

6.7 Overall conclusions in relation to equity

Employment equity is much more likely to be achieved in a situation where the economy is expanding. Equity gains are 
often lost during a period of retrenchment or contraction. So again, the advances made in the last ten years may not 
have been very impressive, but employers believe that skills development has resulted in more black people being in 
management positions, and also women (though to a lesser extent than for black men). People with disabilities seem 
to have regressed the most in terms of their place in the labour market. Employment equity trends reported by the DoL 
show gradual but steady annual progress in terms of equity in management positions in companies. Over a twenty-year 
period, there has been progress and many employers will argue that skills development has assisted. Trade unions 
are less convinced. They argue that employment equity committees and skills committees should work more closely 
together, and that skills development could achieve more where there is a serious strategy in place to achieve employ-
ment equity. But given the sluggish nature of the economy, the likelihood of achieving substantial progress in terms of 
employment equity is reduced. Nevertheless, the fact that both employers and trade unions talk positively about the role 
of skills development in achieving equity is important. There would appear to be agreement that this will be an important 
focus going forward.

6.8 Relevance

The conclusion reached during the design phase of the evaluation was that the overall strategy was relevant to the chal-
lenges that it sought to address. NSDS III identified the need for a new, more integrated approach to education, training 
and skills development to assist in the process of building a new department, and positioning skills development to be 
working more closely with the public TVET system. It sought to address the perceived misalignment of skills strategy 
and the industrial strategy in a manner that would contribute to a capable and developmental state. Many stakeholders 
observe that in almost all respects the design of the strategy is relevant and addressed clearly articulated challenges 
though they believe the strategy requires more time to implement.

Although there was no explicitly articulated Theory of Change, the outputs were clearly designed to achieve a set of 
outcomes that in turn would achieve the goals and the long-term vision of the strategy. The manner in which this rele-
vance was translated into the implementation of the strategy is considered below with respect to the contexts in which 
the strategy is given expression and the target groups that are reached through the strategy.

6.8.1 Large and established companies

Larger and established companies identify their skills needs and priorities and work with SETAs to identify relevant pro-
grammes and interventions to address them. The lists of scarce skills occupations, and the list of PIVOTAL programmes 
that SETAs publish, are generally the ones for which employers apply for grants to implement. In the survey over 57% 
of employers indicated that the SETAs were identifying the most appropriate programmes to focus on and 52% agreed 
that the SETAs were identifying the most appropriate programmes to address them. Although not an overwhelming en-
dorsement, to have a majority expressing confidence in what SETAs are doing is encouraging.

In 2014, the DHET moved from the concept of scarce skills occupations to publishing a list of Occupations in High De-
mand. This was intended to focus spending on occupations that are likely to absorb large numbers of people into current 
and/or future jobs.

The evaluation has also provided evidence that existing employees are accessing skills development programmes and 
that for employers the upskilling of their workforce is their main motivation in engaging in skills development. It has also 
shown that there are relevant full qualification programmes that are accessed by unemployed people. The data signals 
that there is a reasonable balance being achieved between programmes aimed at new entrants and those aimed at the 
current employed workforce. As indicated in the tracer study, the majority of learners felt their expectations were either 
completely or mostly met though there was an uneven response with respect to the extent that learners believe that the 
programmes prepare them to access employment.
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6.8.2 Small, micro and emergent enterprises

Of the two million plus registered companies, some 300 000 are identified by SARS as being members of SETAs. Only 
around 23 000 of these companies participate in SETA grant processes or participate in discretionary grant funded proj-
ects. It is estimated that more than 80% of the registered companies do not participate at all in the skills development 
system. A merSETA informal sector study conducted in four provinces found that 99% of the respondents operating 
businesses in the informal sector have never heard of a SETA or merSETA. This raises the question about the extent to 
which small, micro and emergent enterprises are directly reached by the skills strategy. Some respondents would argue 
that the reality that a larger pool of workers are being trained is of benefit to these smaller enterprises who may absorb 
the graduates (and the tracer study points to the reality that a percentage of learners initiate their own businesses when 
they graduate). However, the case studies suggest that many of the skills development projects that are directly target-
ing SMMEs do not work with the SETA system. This suggests that SETAs, in their implementation of NSDS III, are not 
putting in place the programmes, systems and partnerships that are appropriate to the needs of smaller businesses. In 
the words of one representative of SMEs within the system: ‘Large employers are being subsidised by small businesses 
to train more than they need, whereas small businesses are not benefitting from the training.’

Others argue though that the levy has ensured that larger companies can train above their needs and in this way the 
levy benefits smaller companies. There is evidence that both arguments have merit but that certainly there is still a need 
for greater attention to be paid to how SMMEs are involved in this process.

6.8.3 Career development

One test of whether the high-quality SETA career guides - which set out learning pathways to priority occupations in 
each sector – are relevant, is the extent to which they are being used to inform the decisions of learners in relation to the 
jobs they seek and the programmes they enrol in to achieve their goals. The evidence of learner tracer studies and the 
employer survey is that few people either know about, read, or make use of the guides. A particular concern is the find-
ing that up to 12% of learners in SETA programmes were deeply dissatisfied with the guidance that they received at the 
end of the programme. Nearly 60% of employers say that they never make use of the career guides. Although a study 
of the guides themselves reveals important information it would seem that they are not viewed as relevant. There is also 
a concern that there is no mechanism in place with the Department of Basic Education to enable their use in schools.

6.8.4  Youth

From the perspective of an unemployed young person seeking entry into the labour market the programmes on offer, 
such as learnerships and skills programmes, are designed to achieve occupationally relevant qualifications and work 
experience. The programmes that are made available to young people in the form of apprenticeships and learnerships 
are working for the young people who access them. The tracer studies show a high degree of usefulness being acknowl-
edged by learners and the high employment rate of those completing the programmes attests to this. The challenge is 
scale. To make occupational programmes available on a mass scale is not achievable within the available resources.

6.8.5 The public service

In the public service, the strategy has set out to conduct analysis and reflection on achievements and challenges, review 
the institutional arrangements for the public service skills development, to resolve the funding challenges, and then to 
use skills development to build a capable and developmental state.

No structural changes were made in the way that the skills system works with the public service, though some attempt 
at coordination has been made in the ‘GSETA Forum’ coordinating forum of public service SETAs. Funding has been 
addressed in that SETAs, from 2014, received not only the 10% of 1% allowed to support the administrative costs of 
SETAs, but also an additional 20% of the ring-fenced amount. So, SETAs such as ETDP SETA, HWSETA and SASSE-
TA now have significantly more funds and departments have to work with these SETAs to determine how the money is 
spent. In the larger employing departments (Education, Health and Police) there is a large degree of consensus on the 
programmes that are relevant to the needs of departments. There is less clarity in relation to departments who engage 
with PSETA. PSETA seeks to address the needs of administrative staff in all departments and the professional and other 
staff employed in the departments that are not formally part of a SETA such as ETDP or H&W. Interviewees indicated 
that WSPs and ATRs were submitted to PSETA more for compliance reasons than to agree relevant programmes. It was 
also indicated that departments generally plan their programmes quite independently of the PSETA. Having said that, 
the view is that most departments are accessing relevant programmes for their staff.

The aspect of relevance that was most difficult to confirm was in relation to the building of a capable and developmental 
state. It is unclear whether the programmes that have been put in place are relevant to the building of such a state in 
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the way articulated in NSDS III.

6.8.6 Factors impacting on relevance 

The following factors have been identified as impacting on relevance:

6.8.6.1 Grant processes

SETA grant processes and compliance requirements make access difficult and therefore the whole skills system lacks 
relevance to very many small and community-based entities. Large numbers of small companies continue to treat the 
levy as a tax. In the employer survey, 27% of employers stated that they had not applied for skills development funding 
and of those 40% stated that the processes for applying were too complex and/or time consuming. Many SETA manag-
ers attest to the confusion that exists because of each SETA having its own processes and criteria. In the National Trea-
sury survey of employers, in relation to the learnerships tax incentive, administrative processes in SETAs was given as 
the main reason for not engaging more in learnerships. A key SETA success story has been the achievement of largely 
clean audits from 2011-2016. There has been continuous tightening up of financial controls and this is to be applauded. 
SETAs have a much better record in relation to audit findings than most public entities. However, the downside is that 
those entities that cannot meet the stringent compliance requirements are left out or are forced to go through private 
training providers, skills development facilitators (known as external SDFs), lead employers (including industry bodies 
and professional associations), and labour brokers to gain access to skills development programmes. This is not ideal 
and many opt out completely.

6.8.6.2 Numerical targets

The chasing of targets militates against engaging those entities that most need skills. Targets can best be achieved 
by asking large companies to train more people than they need. One intern or apprentice can make a big difference 
to a small company, but it is too much work for a SETA to want to fund it. Targets need to be designed in such a way 
that small businesses are accommodated in the work of SETAs and that appropriate strategies can be designed and 
implemented in that regard: this includes the possibility of working in partnership with other bodies who are focusing on 
SMME development.

6.8.6.3 Funding pressures within post school education and training

Pressure to address shortfalls in PSET voted funds led to programmes being funded that have limited relevance to the 
goals or outcomes of NSDS III. This was partly because of the pressure that was mounted to fund access to university 
and TVET college programmes. The NSF had accumulated a R6 billion surplus, and so it was inevitable that the funds 
would be accessed. It is unclear whether the programmes funded are relevant to the NSDS III; many of the programmes 
though do not include a practical or work experience component, which is so critical to the national skills development 
strategy. The majority of programmes offered by universities and TVET colleges are not designed in that way.

It is true that some of the students that have been funded via NSFAS have studied in scarce skills occupations, but 
they are not generally programmes that integrate theory and practice. Further, and perhaps of greater concern, is that 
there has not been any process that has identified the programmes being funded as relevant to the implementation of 
sector skills plans. Most SETA managers were unhappy that they were being required to spend levy money on funding 
university and TVET college programmes, and employers generally expressed the view that it was not the function of the 
levy to fund the public education system. As one CFO put it, ‘With the sector refusing to employ people from the TVET 
colleges why would we want to fund them?’

6.8.6.4 Focus on full qualifications

The focus (in the SETA Grant Regulations) on programmes leading to full qualifications was welcomed by many. Those 
being trained want evidence in the form of a certificate that has currency in the education system and in the labour mar-
ket. However, the achievement of full qualifications is of less relevance to small businesses, organised labour, NGOs 
and cooperatives. This is evident from the survey of employers where a large proportion opt for skills programmes as 
their preferred training, and from interviews with employers who state that lengthy periods of training are not practical 
for them. The trade unions started implementing two full qualification programmes in 2013 but the numbers enrolling 
are very small. The main reason given is difficulty in getting time off from work. One of the unintended consequences 
of the Grant Regulations, the focus on PIVOTAL and the limited discretionary funding available for ‘non-PIVOTAL’ pro-
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grammes, has been that important skills development opportunities have been lost.

6.8.6.5 Stakeholder voice

Many of those most in need of skills development do not find their needs expressed through WSPs submitted to SETAs 
or in research conducted with levy paying companies. The voice of large and established companies is loud within the 
skills system as compared to other voices. The skills system is virtually unaware of the informal sector as its voice is not 
heard at all. Little or no research has been conducted in the informal sector within the context of the skills development 
system. The experience of the research team in engaging with the trade unions indicates that the voice of organised 
labour has become weak, even though the system was established on the basis of organised labour having 50% of the 
representation on SETA boards. The Nedlac community constituency is worried about the inability of communities to 
engage with skills development in the manner promised by NSDS III. Unless serious attention is given to improving the 
articulation of skills needs of all economic role players, the skills system as a whole will continue to be viewed as not 
being relevant except to a relatively small group of large employers.

6.8.6.6 Focus on current skills

There remains a concern within government and in particular the DTI, DST and others engaged in research and innova-
tion that demand is being identified for current skills needs, but not for future skills. This again is related to the reliance 
on WSPs and the fact that the majority of WSPs are from large established companies. The ‘institutional mechanism’ 
was envisaged as playing the role of skills forecasting but this has proved to be a complex and difficult output and has 
not been achieved as yet. Attention will need to be given in the future strategy to ensuring that future skills needs are 
identified and planned for.

6.9 Effectiveness

There are a number of different levels in relation to measuring effectiveness. There is the level of the strategic purpose: 
to what extent has NSDS III been successful in shifting the skills system from where it was to where policy makers 
wanted it to be?

Then there is effectiveness in relation to strategic outcomes. For example, has the public service developed human 
capabilities that it lacked? Have workers in firms that participated in implementation of the NSDS III become more 
productive and competitive? Has the economy of the country improved or at least been assisted to weather economic 
downturn? Has employment equity been progressed as a result of the training?

A third area of effectiveness relates to the individuals who have participated. In relation to effectiveness the question is 
whether the programmes were valued and helped people gain traction in a hostile and difficult labour market.

6.9.1 Overall effectiveness of the Strategy

The Strategy in its implementation has been effective in achieving a strategic shift: 
•	 from a private skills market that was divorced from government strategic goals and programmes to a skills de-

velopment framework that is much more closely aligned to government policies and strategies;

•	 from a situation where skills development was viewed quite separately from the public PSET system to one 
where there is a growing level of collaboration and integration.

Neither of these have been fully achieved but progress has been made. One of the challenges that remains is alignment 
to industrial strategy. Some work has been done to align skills development to industrial strategy, but there is evidence 
of only partial success in this.

It needs to be emphasised that NSDS III was perhaps not a realistic strategy for a five-year period, even though that was 
how it was framed. So, for example, there was a focus on middle level skills and artisans. There has been an expansion 
of level 3 and 4 artisan training but less progress in expanding level 5 and 6 programmes. Enabling progression into 
these higher-level qualifications takes longer to achieve. There has been a focus on building TVET college capacity, 
but this is also something that takes time and so limited progress has been made so far. The fact that limited progress 
has been made cannot be used as evidence of an ineffective strategy. In many ways NSDS III has brought about very 
important changes. The skills development system has changed direction. There is a sense of skills development being 
part of a wider government and national agenda.
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However, while these are positive findings, more attention needs to be given to implementation levers, restructuring the 
skills system to be better positioned to take the strategy forward, putting in place coordination structures where more 
than one branch or department is involved, and improving accountability arrangements. In particular there was a gap 
in the coordination between the Skills and TVET branches and between DHET and the industrial and economic depart-
ments.

Some stakeholders are of the view that in broad terms elements of the NSDS III, with some refinement, should remain 
in place post 2020 (that is, should be given expression in the next National Skills Development Strategy). They argue 
that a start has been made and the strategy needs to be driven forward not changed. Others are concerned with some 
unintended consequences (such as the shift away from ABE and community-based programmes, and the lack of atten-
tion given to the informal sector) and want to ensure that these are addressed in future iterations of the strategy. Overall, 
NSDS III has been effective in shifting focus and direction in line with intended policy, but it has not been uniformly ef-
fective across all eight goals. Work is needed to improve effectiveness in the next iteration of the strategy.

6.9.2 Effectiveness in achieving goals and outcomes

In terms of each of the goals, and outcomes linked to the NSDS III goals, the effectiveness picture is mixed. Good prog-
ress has been made in some goals, less in others, but progress is being made and the work done is having the intended 
effect. In order to evaluate effectiveness, the focus has to be on the intended target groups or recipients of skills de-
velopment programmes. In order to explore effectiveness in relation to the skills development goals (lower, middle and 
higher-level skills), there is a need to examine how the programmes were experienced and their effectiveness in the var-
ious client groups identified – firms of different sizes, cooperatives and NGOs, the informal sector and the public service.

- Firms. Employers who supported training believe that the training has impacted favorably on their com-
panies, with increased productivity, more flexibility and less accidents being highlighted. They also believe 
that employment equity advances have been made with the support of skills development. This is to some 
extent contested by the trade unions and by the evidence of DoL findings from employment equity reports.

- Cooperatives and NGOs. Although some training has been targeted at cooperatives and NGOs, very little 
evidence has been provided that demonstrates effectiveness. The view of those interviewed is that coop-
eratives have generally struggled to survive, have been affected by the poor performance of the economy, 
and have not been able to benefit significantly from skills development. In relation to NGOs, the view of the 
Nedlac community constituency is that civil society generally is weaker today than it has been historically 
and that little has been achieved in terms of skills development to strengthen NGO capacity. In general, 
SETA managers are of the view that this is a weak aspect of NSDS III implementation.

- Informal sector. This is probably the area of least effectiveness during the period 2011-2018. The funds 
that were made available prior to 2011 were redirected to other national priorities and all stakeholders agree 
that limited or no research has been done to identify the informal sector or the skills that it needs. Measuring 
effectiveness in terms of economic performance is not easy. Employers state that skills development has 
improved performance. It is very doubtful if skills development has been effective in the informal sector.

- The economy. The case studies conducted show the effort that was put into aligning skills development to 
strategic infrastructure projects (SIPs) and to forge public private partnerships that included (for example) 
the building of a skills training centre next to the Medupi power station on the site of the nearby TVET col-
lege. Some efforts have been made to include skills development in industrial development zones (IDZs). 
However, the overwhelming evidence points to very fragile partnerships, with industry and DTI stakeholders 
actively avoiding doing business through the SETAs. SETAs are viewed at best as funding sources, and 
at worst as bureaucratic obstacles to the achievement of wider economic outcomes. This underlines a key 
finding that it is very difficult to build the kind of relationships and long-term partnerships that are needed 
to achieve impact in the economy. The findings in relation to the need for ‘brokering’ skills are relevant to 
achieving the desired alignment between skills development and industrial strategy.

- Public service. There are aspects of state engagement in the strategy that have been effective (for exam-
ple, expanded workplace learning and some learnership and artisan programmes). However, as described 
earlier in the report, 2011-2016 saw some major changes in both coordination and funding and it is too early 
for these changes to be impacting. The basis has been laid for more effective skills development in the pe-
riod ahead. Effectiveness will require an alignment of skills development interventions to other strategies for 
improving public service capacity. Since 2014 there has been an increase in skills development facilitated 
and funded by the SETAs and these programmes need to be evaluated to determine their effectiveness.
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6.9.3 Effectiveness for individuals

In relation to effectiveness the question is whether the programmes were valued, and helped people gain traction, in 
a hostile and difficult labour market. The strategy in its implementation has been largely effective. Those that engaged 
in programmes gained qualifications, gained work experience and gained in confidence to apply for jobs. In certain cir-
cumstances, the programmes resulted in those qualifying finding employment, starting a business or gaining promotion. 
Effectiveness was influenced by such things as the type of programme and the actual need in the company and sector.

6.9.4 Factors impacting on effectiveness

There are a number of factors at play that determine effectiveness or otherwise of programmes.

6.9.4.1 Demand-led programmes

Evidence indicates that when programmes address real demand and employers see relevance and need or if a pro-
gramme is designed to meet a specific need then the chance of a person obtaining employment after qualifying is much 
greater. Where programmes are supply- or provider-led, there is less employer commitment and less chance of employ-
ment on qualifying.

6.9.4.2 Sound planning of delivery

There are a number of critical steps in the delivery of skills development programmes that impact on effectiveness:
•	 Good induction processes are needed, clarifying roles and responsibilities, and building accountability from the 

outset.

•	 The recruitment and selection process needs to be an employer responsibility. Where a rigorous process is 
followed to recruit and select, there is a much greater chance of those that start, completing and staying in their 
chosen occupational field.

•	 A constructive and supportive relationship between the employer (responsible for workplace training and men-
toring), and the provider of theoretical and practical training assists a great deal. It enables discussion on chal-
lenges and joint resolution. Integration of theory and practice is partly a curriculum issue but it is also about the 
employer and provider working together.

Many of these are missing from funded programmes and are not considered important within SETAs to monitor or en-
courage. Better results could be achieved if more attention were to be paid to these aspects of programme implemen-
tation.

6.9.4.3 Monitoring and trouble shooting

Monitoring is critical. Progress in terms of both formal training and work experience must be monitored and problems 
identified early. The monitoring role of the SETA, and its willingness to intervene and find solutions to problems, is criti-
cal. Again, this is a weak area in many SETAs.

6.9.4.4 Factors specific to small and micro businesses

The following are factors specific to small and micro businesses including those operating in the informal sector.
•	 Skills development programmes must be fit for purpose.

•	 There is a need to link training to industrial strategy. Skills development programmes should complement other 
interventions in industry and the economy.

•	 Training is not enough in itself. There must be links to other support such as finance, market access, accom-
modation, machinery etc.

•	 It needs to be recognised that supporting small businesses will involve a change in the nature of the work of SE-
TAs. A more hands on and less bureaucratic approach is needed when supporting small and micro enterprises.
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6.10 Efficiency

6.10.1 How can efficiency be measured and improved?

Efficiency can be viewed at a number of levels: at strategy and system level – the extent to which overall costs were 
contained and numbers of beneficiaries was at the maximum level achievable with the available resources. Then there 
is efficiency at the level of skills development institutions and finally the efficiency of programme delivery.

6.10.2 System-wide efficiency

SETAs had around R30 billion to spend in discretionary grants. During the five years, the SETAs actually spent R20 
billion and ended the period with R13 billion in reserves. This shows a systemic inefficiency that needs to be addressed.

The NSF received R13 billion, inherited a R6 billion surplus and received R4 billion from the SETAs. So overall, the NSF 
had around R23 billion. It disbursed around R14 billion. It ended 2015/16 with reserves of R10.8 billion.

The ringfenced 1% available for skills development in the public service was just over R3 billion in 2011, rising to R4.25 
billion in 2015. The total available for the five years came to just under R18.5 billion. Of this R9.5 billion was spent. In 
2011, 62 % of the 1% was spent and this reduced over the five years to 44% in 2015/16.

There is clearly a challenge in relation to the system’s capacity to spend all the funds that are available. Improved cash 
flow management could achieve improvements in the proportion of income spent over a five-year period.

During the period 2011 to 2016, just over 1 million learners were funded by the SETAs and 330 000 were funded by the 
NSF, on average around 270 000 a year. It is not possible to calculate what a reasonable target would be without going 
into detail in relation to the type of programmes being delivered but given the sums of money allocated it is reasonable 
to ask whether more could be achieved with the available funds.

6.10.2.1 Skills development institutions

SETAs are allowed to spend up to 10% of their budget on administration. There is some evidence of discretionary funds 
being used for some administrative tasks and functions, and so the SETAs are in practice spending more than they 
should be.

Using declared administration costs, the cost per learner is between R5 000 and R6 000. These amounts could be re-
duced by a combination of a) increasing the numbers of people funded, and b) monitoring and containing administrative 
costs.

One of the costs that has risen over the period 2011 to 2016 has been salaries. Over half the SETA CEOs earned more 
than a Director General. Staff salaries generally have increased with the average salary at the end of 2016 being over 
R450 000.

6.10.2.2 Skills development programme implementation

As stated, SETAs funded just over a million people to engage in skills development programmes. Of that number around 
800 000 or 77% completed their programmes. The 23% non-completion has to be treated with caution as throughput as 
identified in cohort analysis would indicate that only 31%-32 % of those enrolled in learnerships completed and passed, 
and 41% of apprentices completed and passed in five years. These are worrying indicators of quite serious inefficiency 
in the management of the two most expensive programmes.

6.10.3 Factors impacting on efficiency

There are a range of factors that impact on efficiency:

•	 Cash flow management. The practice in many SETAs of keeping ‘committed funds’ in reserves and not spend-
ing from reserves means that there are large sums of money not being used for their intended purpose.

•	 It is not easy to set targets and the SETAs have a legitimate concern about the use of targets and the distortions 
that a target driven approach can lead to. For example, during NSDS II it was concluded that the target ap-
proach had led to a proliferation of lower level programmes being delivered which were easy to complete. There 
is therefore the need for a structured and informed discussion that results in targets that are aligned to sector 
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demand and which takes account of the relative cost of different programmes and their value. Other factors also 
need to be considered and taken into account.

•	 Fit for purpose programmes. There are several aspects to the issue of selecting the most appropriate pro-
gramme:

o Ownership. Employers may trust ‘their SETA’ programmes but not those of other SETAs.

o Qualification type. Certain programmes get recognised and produce skilled people.

o Occupations targeted. Some occupations absorb more speedily than others.

o Genuine demand. Where a skill is in demand, absorption levels are high.

o Level of qualification. The higher the level, the shorter the time spent job hunting.

o Location. Some provinces are better than others and people from townships are still disadvantaged.

o The state of the economy. If there are job reductions absorption is slow.

There are also a number of risks that SETAs need to manage including:

•	 Programmes targeted at skills that are not in demand - leading to a lack of commitment and buy-in from em-
ployers.

•	 Wrong diagnosis of the scarcity challenge, so the underlying problems of recruiting and retaining skilled workers 
is not addressed (for example, low wages, or temporary contracting practices, could be the cause of shortage 
not skills).

•	 Inappropriate interventions to address the challenge – for example, full qualification programmes such as learn-
erships, when other interventions such as a skills programme or internships would be more cost effective.

•	 Gaming the system, with employers and providers applying for large numbers of learners even though the de-
mand is not there.

•	 Delays, in SETAs and with employers and providers that could be avoided with better planning.

•	 Unreasonable compliance requirements, that make it impossible for some employers to participate.

6.11 Sustainability

6.11.1 Are programmes sustainable?

The most obvious success story in terms of effectiveness of NSDS III is around artisan and learnership programmes. 
The evaluation of NSDS II conducted by the HSRC in 2011/12 concluded that such programmes are effective, and this 
study reaffirms that finding. However, the throughput figures indicate an unexpectedly high level of inefficiency in these 
programmes. They are also the programmes that cost the most. So, the question of cost-benefit and sustainability is an 
important one.

The following facts need to be considered:
•	 There was about R30 billion available from SETAs between 2011-2016 for discretionary funded programmes. 

This is from a total levy income of R63 billion of which R50 billion went to the SETAs. If admin costs and man-
datory grants are deducted, and the delays caused by grant processes are taken into account the available 
discretionary amount for 2011-2016 was R30 billion. In practice, R20 billion was actually spent.

•	 In addition, the NSF has spent around R14 billion. So, the total spend was approximately R34 billion.

•	 Of this, just over R10.6 billion was spent by SETAs on artisans’ training and a similar amount (R10.7 billion) was 
spent on learnerships.

•	 Approximately R2.5 billion was spent by the NSF on apprenticeships and learnerships.
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•	 So approximately R23.3 billion was spent on apprenticeships and learnerships.

•	 Skills programme spend came to R4.2 billion.

•	 Internships came to R1.8 billion.

Although the amount spent by SETAs on artisan programmes and learnerships was about the same, the number of 
learners funded differed. The learnerships are mainly one-year programmes, whereas the artisan programmes are gen-
erally 3 years in duration. So, whereas there were just over 340 000 enrolled in learnerships over five years of NSDS III 
there were only just over 130 000 apprentices in artisan programmes.

The analysis of efficiency has revealed:

•	 Skills programmes have a virtually 100% completion rate. Whilst questions need to be raised in relation to a 
system that is 100% successful, in general it is to be expected that shorter, fit for purpose, programmes will 
have relatively good completion rates.

•	 Internships have a low completion rate of around 30%.

•	 Throughput rates for learnerships are based on a cohort analysis of those entering 1-year learnership pro-
grammes in 2011, 12 and 13. The throughout rate after 3 years was 33.8%.

•	 The throughput rates for artisans entering 3-year programmes in 2011 stood at 31.7% after 3 years and 42% 
after 5 years. A study for National Treasury in 2014 put throughput rates at 54%. It is possible that current 
throughput rates have improved further. Indlela estimate throughout at 59% which is realistic in the light of 
changes made in artisan development planning since 2015. Actual throughput would require a cohort analysis 
of artisans entering programmes in 2014 and 2015 and this has not been done for this study. So, the Indlela 
estimate of 59% is accepted as being a realistic one.

Throughput rates are very important in relation to artisan programmes. The estimated cost of 2011-2116 wastage (peo-
ple not completing the programme) was approximately R3.2 billion. This is on spending of R10 billion.

Unless the costs are reduced then the NDP target of 30 000 artisans per year will prove to be unachievable. One of the 
lessons that came out of the recent National Treasury project on costing implementation of PSET White Paper targets 
is that such targets cannot be achieved without the requisite budget. Currently, it looks very unlikely that the growth in 
artisan training is going to be sustainable.

There is also a need to examine opportunity costs. As previously stated, the decision to prioritise artisan training has 
effectively reduced the funding of ABE and community-based training and focused the skills system on the needs of the 
formal manufacturing, mining and construction sectors. There is a need to consider whether more could be done with 
the funds being allocated to artisan programmes.

6.11.2 Sustainability of NSF funded programmes

There are two critical issues that have arisen in respect of NSF funded programmes. The first is the sustainability of 
those programmes that are rightfully the role of the state to fund (as opposed to those that the levy and the NSF are 
intended to fund). It is not the job of the NSF to fund higher education. The Skills Development Act does not include in 
its purpose statement, funding either further or higher education. Yet there has been substantial funding to universities 
and to university students from the NSF in recent years. If the funds were to be withdrawn the question will be: can the 
expansion in numbers that was achieved be sustained?

The same question arises in relation to artisan training that the NSF funded in the SOEs. It was important that NSF 
supported the revival of artisan training and helped take the training to rural areas. In particular, the NSF has assisted in 
repositioning public TVET colleges, so as to be able to deliver theoretical and practical training to apprentices and there-
by play a bigger role in occupational programme delivery. This is work that is highly valued and which would not have 
been achieved without NSF funding. But will the SOEs now pick up the costs of future apprenticeship training and see it 
as part of their responsibility in the future or will they continue to require NSF funding? Similarly, with the TVET college 
artisan training capacity. NSF has made the initial investment but what of the future? Will the ongoing modernisation of 
workshops be paid for from voted funds? Will the changes brought about be sustainable?
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If there is no sustained funding for artisan training from sources other than the SETAs and the NSF, the target of 30 000 
artisans may not be realisable. There is a need for a sober discussion as to what is achievable in this highly successful 
but also very costly artisan programme. There should be a review of the artisan target of 30 000, including a discussion 
on whether the artisan grant is sustainable, whether it is appropriate for the NSF to fund SOE artisan programmes, and 
whether the levels of wastage in the system can be reduced. In particular throughput rates need to be improved. Also, 
whether funds can be used in a more creative manner to leverage additional spending by employers.

There is a need to clarify the funding arrangements for apprentices undergoing theoretical and practical training in public 
TVET colleges.

The other aspect of sustainability is whether programmes funded by the NSF in line with NSDS III (as distinct from 
general PSET funding) are sustainable given the current funding approaches. Fortunately, many of the cooperative, 
trade union and NGO programmes are funded on a multi-year basis and so there is a level of sustainability. However, 
the ‘catalyst’ concept signals that the funding will not be there indefinitely and so sustainability is at risk. In certain pro-
grammes where alternative sources of funding are difficult to identify it may not be sensible to purely focus on start-up 
costs. Funding of certain programmes on a long-term basis may be the only way of achieving sustainability.

SECTION 7: CONCLUSIONS

7.1 Relevance
The conclusion reached during the design phase of the evaluation was that the overall strategy was relevant to the chal-
lenges that it sought to address. NSDS III identified the need for a new, more integrated approach to education, training 
and skills development to assist in the process of building a new department, and positioning skills development to be 
working more closely with the public TVET system. It sought to address the perceived misalignment of skills strategy 
and the industrial strategy in a manner that would contribute to a capable and developmental state. Many stakeholders 
observe that in almost all respects the design of the strategy is relevant and addressed clearly articulated challenges 
though they believe the strategy requires more time to implement.

Although there was no explicitly articulated Theory of Change, the outputs were clearly designed to achieve a set of 
outcomes that in turn would achieve the goals and the long-term vision of the strategy. The manner in which this rele-
vance was translated into the implementation of the strategy is considered below with respect to the contexts in which 
the strategy is given expression and the target groups that are reached through the strategy.

7.1.1  Large and established companies

Larger and established companies identify their skills needs and priorities and work with SETAs to identify relevant pro-
grammes and interventions to address them. The lists of scarce skills occupations, and the list of PIVOTAL programmes 
that SETAs publish, are generally the ones for which employers apply for grants to implement. In the survey over 57% 
of employers indicated that the SETAs were identifying the most appropriate programmes to focus on and 52% agreed 
that the SETAs were identifying the most appropriate programmes to address them. Although not an overwhelming en-
dorsement, to have a majority expressing confidence in what SETAs are doing is encouraging.

In 2014, the DHET moved from the concept of scarce skills occupations to publishing a list of Occupations in High De-
mand. This was intended to focus spending on occupations that are likely to absorb large numbers of people into current 
and/or future jobs.

The evaluation has also provided evidence that existing employees are accessing skills development programmes and 
that for employers the upskilling of their workforce is their main motivation in engaging in skills development. It has also 
shown that there are relevant full qualification programmes that are accessed by unemployed people. The data signals 
that there is a reasonable balance being achieved between programmes aimed at new entrants and those aimed at the 
current employed workforce. As indicated in the tracer study, the majority of learners felt their expectations were either 
completely or mostly met though there was an uneven response with respect to the extent that learners believe that the 
programmes prepare them to access employment.

7.1.2 Small, micro and emergent enterprises

Of the two million plus registered companies, some 300 000 are identified by SARS as being members of SETAs. Only 
around 23 000 of these companies participate in SETA grant processes or participate in discretionary grant funded proj-
ects. It is estimated that more than 80% of the registered companies do not participate at all in the skills development 
system. A merSETA informal sector study conducted in four provinces found that 99% of the respondents operating 
businesses in the informal sector have never heard of a SETA or merSETA. This raises the question about the extent to 
which small, micro and emergent enterprises are directly reached by the skills strategy. Some respondents would argue 



122

that the reality that a larger pool of workers are being trained is of benefit to these smaller enterprises who may absorb 
the graduates (and the tracer study points to the reality that a percentage of learners initiate their own businesses when 
they graduate). However, the case studies suggest that many of the skills development projects that are directly target-
ing SMMEs do not work with the SETA system. This suggests that SETAs, in their implementation of NSDS III, are not 
putting in place the programmes, systems and partnerships that are appropriate to the needs of smaller businesses. In 
the words of one representative of SMEs within the system: ‘Large employers are being subsidised by small businesses 
to train more than they need, whereas small businesses are not benefitting from the training.’

Others argue though that the levy has ensured that larger companies can train above their needs and in this way the 
levy benefits smaller companies. There is evidence that both arguments have merit but that certainly there is still a need 
for greater attention to be paid to how SMMEs are involved in this process.

7.1.3 Career development

One test of whether the high-quality SETA career guides - which set out learning pathways to priority occupations in 
each sector – are relevant, is the extent to which they are being used to inform the decisions of learners in relation to the 
jobs they seek and the programmes they enrol in to achieve their goals. The evidence of learner tracer studies and the 
employer survey is that few people either know about, read, or make use of the guides. A particular concern is the find-
ing that up to 12% of learners in SETA programmes were deeply dissatisfied with the guidance that they received at the 
end of the programme. Nearly 60% of employers say that they never make use of the career guides. Although a study 
of the guides themselves reveals important information it would seem that they are not viewed as relevant. There is also 
a concern that there is no mechanism in place with the Department of Basic Education to enable their use in schools.

7.1.4  Youth

From the perspective of an unemployed young person seeking entry into the labour market the programmes on offer, 
such as learnerships and skills programmes, are designed to achieve occupationally relevant qualifications and work 
experience. The programmes that are made available to young people in the form of apprenticeships and learnerships 
are working for the young people who access them. The tracer studies show a high degree of usefulness being acknowl-
edged by learners and the high employment rate of those completing the programmes attests to this. The challenge is 
scale. To make occupational programmes available on a mass scale is not achievable within the available resources.

7.1.5 The public service

In the public service, the strategy has set out to conduct analysis and reflection on achievements and challenges, review 
the institutional arrangements for the public service skills development, to resolve the funding challenges, and then to 
use skills development to build a capable and developmental state.

No structural changes were made in the way that the skills system works with the public service, though some attempt 
at coordination has been made in the ‘GSETA Forum’ coordinating forum of public service SETAs. Funding has been 
addressed in that SETAs, from 2014, received not only the 10% of 1% allowed to support the administrative costs of 
SETAs, but also an additional 20% of the ring-fenced amount. So, SETAs such as ETDP SETA, HWSETA and SASSE-
TA now have significantly more funds and departments have to work with these SETAs to determine how the money is 
spent. In the larger employing departments (Education, Health and Police) there is a large degree of consensus on the 
programmes that are relevant to the needs of departments. There is less clarity in relation to departments who engage 
with PSETA. PSETA seeks to address the needs of administrative staff in all departments and the professional and other 
staff employed in the departments that are not formally part of a SETA such as ETDP or H&W. Interviewees indicated 
that WSPs and ATRs were submitted to PSETA more for compliance reasons than to agree relevant programmes. It was 
also indicated that departments generally plan their programmes quite independently of the PSETA. Having said that, 
the view is that most departments are accessing relevant programmes for their staff.

The aspect of relevance that was most difficult to confirm was in relation to the building of a capable and developmental 
state. It is unclear whether the programmes that have been put in place are relevant to the building of such a state in 
the way articulated in NSDS III.

7.1.6 Factors impacting on relevance  

The following factors have been identified as impacting on relevance:

7.1.6.1 Grant processes

SETA grant processes and compliance requirements make access difficult and therefore the whole skills system lacks 
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relevance to very many small and community-based entities. Large numbers of small companies continue to treat the 
levy as a tax. In the employer survey, 27% of employers stated that they had not applied for skills development funding 
and of those 40% stated that the processes for applying were too complex and/or time consuming. Many SETA manag-
ers attest to the confusion that exists because of each SETA having its own processes and criteria. In the National Trea-
sury survey of employers, in relation to the learnerships tax incentive, administrative processes in SETAs was given as 
the main reason for not engaging more in learnerships. A key SETA success story has been the achievement of largely 
clean audits from 2011-2016. There has been continuous tightening up of financial controls and this is to be applauded. 
SETAs have a much better record in relation to audit findings than most public entities. However, the downside is that 
those entities that cannot meet the stringent compliance requirements are left out or are forced to go through private 
training providers, skills development facilitators (known as external SDFs), lead employers (including industry bodies 
and professional associations), and labour brokers to gain access to skills development programmes. This is not ideal 
and many opt out completely.

7.1.6.2 Numerical targets

The chasing of targets militates against engaging those entities that most need skills. Targets can best be achieved 
by asking large companies to train more people than they need. One intern or apprentice can make a big difference 
to a small company, but it is too much work for a SETA to want to fund it. Targets need to be designed in such a way 
that small businesses are accommodated in the work of SETAs and that appropriate strategies can be designed and 
implemented in that regard: this includes the possibility of working in partnership with other bodies who are focusing on 
SMME development.

7.1.6.3 Funding pressures within post school education and training

Pressure to address shortfalls in PSET voted funds led to programmes being funded that have limited relevance to the 
goals or outcomes of NSDS III. This was partly because of the pressure that was mounted to fund access to university 
and TVET college programmes. The NSF had accumulated a R6 billion surplus, and so it was inevitable that the funds 
would be accessed. It is unclear whether the programmes funded are relevant to the NSDS III; many of the programmes 
though do not include a practical or work experience component, which is so critical to the national skills development 
strategy. The majority of programmes offered by universities and TVET colleges are not designed in that way.

It is true that some of the students that have been funded via NSFAS have studied in scarce skills occupations, but 
they are not generally programmes that integrate theory and practice. Further, and perhaps of greater concern, is that 
there has not been any process that has identified the programmes being funded as relevant to the implementation of 
sector skills plans. Most SETA managers were unhappy that they were being required to spend levy money on funding 
university and TVET college programmes, and employers generally expressed the view that it was not the function of the 
levy to fund the public education system. As one CFO put it, ‘With the sector refusing to employ people from the TVET 
colleges why would we want to fund them?’

7.1.6.4 Focus on full qualifications

The focus (in the SETA Grant Regulations) on programmes leading to full qualifications was welcomed by many. Those 
being trained want evidence in the form of a certificate that has currency in the education system and in the labour mar-
ket. However, the achievement of full qualifications is of less relevance to small businesses, organised labour, NGOs 
and cooperatives. This is evident from the survey of employers where a large proportion opt for skills programmes as 
their preferred training, and from interviews with employers who state that lengthy periods of training are not practical 
for them. The trade unions started implementing two full qualification programmes in 2013 but the numbers enrolling 
are very small. The main reason given is difficulty in getting time off from work. One of the unintended consequences 
of the Grant Regulations, the focus on PIVOTAL and the limited discretionary funding available for ‘non-PIVOTAL’ pro-
grammes, has been that important skills development opportunities have been lost.

7.1.6.5 Stakeholder voice

Many of those most in need of skills development do not find their needs expressed through WSPs submitted to SETAs 
or in research conducted with levy paying companies. The voice of large and established companies is loud within the 
skills system as compared to other voices. The skills system is virtually unaware of the informal sector as its voice is not 
heard at all. Little or no research has been conducted in the informal sector within the context of the skills development 
system. The experience of the research team in engaging with the trade unions indicates that the voice of organised 
labour has become weak, even though the system was established on the basis of organised labour having 50% of the 
representation on SETA boards. The Nedlac community constituency is worried about the inability of communities to 
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engage with skills development in the manner promised by NSDS III. Unless serious attention is given to improving the 
articulation of skills needs of all economic role players, the skills system as a whole will continue to be viewed as not 
being relevant except to a relatively small group of large employers.

7.1.6.6 Focus on current skills

There remains a concern within government and in particular the DTI, DST and others engaged in research and innova-
tion that demand is being identified for current skills needs, but not for future skills. This again is related to the reliance 
on WSPs and the fact that the majority of WSPs are from large established companies. The ‘institutional mechanism’ 
was envisaged as playing the role of skills forecasting but this has proved to be a complex and difficult output and has 
not been achieved as yet. Attention will need to be given in the future strategy to ensuring that future skills needs are 
identified and planned for.

7.2 Effectiveness
There are a number of different levels in relation to measuring effectiveness. There is the level of the strategic purpose: 
to what extent has NSDS III been successful in shifting the skills system from where it was to where policy makers 
wanted it to be?

Then there is effectiveness in relation to strategic outcomes. For example, has the public service developed human 
capabilities that it lacked? Have workers in firms that participated in implementation of the NSDS III become more 
productive and competitive? Has the economy of the country improved or at least been assisted to weather economic 
downturn? Has employment equity been progressed as a result of the training?

A third area of effectiveness relates to the individuals who have participated. In relation to effectiveness the question is 
whether the programmes were valued and helped people gain traction in a hostile and difficult labour market.

7.2.1 Overall effectiveness of the Strategy

The Strategy in its implementation has been effective in achieving a strategic shift: 
• from a private skills market that was divorced from government strategic goals and programmes to a skills de-

velopment framework that is much more closely aligned to government policies and strategies;

• from a situation where skills development was viewed quite separately from the public PSET system to one 
where there is a growing level of collaboration and integration.

Neither of these have been fully achieved but progress has been made. One of the challenges that remains is alignment 
to industrial strategy. Some work has been done to align skills development to industrial strategy, but there is evidence 
of only partial success in this.

It needs to be emphasised that NSDS III was perhaps not a realistic strategy for a five-year period, even though that was 
how it was framed. So, for example, there was a focus on middle level skills and artisans. There has been an expansion 
of level 3 and 4 artisan training but less progress in expanding level 5 and 6 programmes. Enabling progression into 
these higher-level qualifications takes longer to achieve. There has been a focus on building TVET college capacity, 
but this is also something that takes time and so limited progress has been made so far. The fact that limited progress 
has been made cannot be used as evidence of an ineffective strategy. In many ways NSDS III has brought about very 
important changes. The skills development system has changed direction. There is a sense of skills development being 
part of a wider government and national agenda.

However, while these are positive findings, more attention needs to be given to implementation levers, restructuring the 
skills system to be better positioned to take the strategy forward, putting in place coordination structures where more 
than one branch or department is involved, and improving accountability arrangements. In particular there was a gap 
in the coordination between the Skills and TVET branches and between DHET and the industrial and economic depart-
ments.

Some stakeholders are of the view that in broad terms elements of the NSDS III, with some refinement, should remain 
in place post 2020 (that is, should be given expression in the next National Skills Development Strategy). They argue 
that a start has been made and the strategy needs to be driven forward not changed. Others are concerned with some 
unintended consequences (such as the shift away from ABE and community-based programmes, and the lack of atten-
tion given to the informal sector) and want to ensure that these are addressed in future iterations of the strategy. Overall, 
NSDS III has been effective in shifting focus and direction in line with intended policy, but it has not been uniformly ef-
fective across all eight goals. Work is needed to improve effectiveness in the next iteration of the strategy.
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7.2.2 Effectiveness in achieving goals and outcomes

In terms of each of the goals, and outcomes linked to the NSDS III goals, the effectiveness picture is mixed. Good prog-
ress has been made in some goals, less in others, but progress is being made and the work done is having the intended 
effect. In order to evaluate effectiveness, the focus has to be on the intended target groups or recipients of skills de-
velopment programmes. In order to explore effectiveness in relation to the skills development goals (lower, middle and 
higher-level skills), there is a need to examine how the programmes were experienced and their effectiveness in the var-
ious client groups identified – firms of different sizes, cooperatives and NGOs, the informal sector and the public service.

- Firms. Employers who supported training believe that the training has impacted favorably on their com-
panies, with increased productivity, more flexibility and less accidents being highlighted. They also believe 
that employment equity advances have been made with the support of skills development. This is to some 
extent contested by the trade unions and by the evidence of DoL findings from employment equity reports.

- Cooperatives and NGOs. Although some training has been targeted at cooperatives and NGOs, very little 
evidence has been provided that demonstrates effectiveness. The view of those interviewed is that coop-
eratives have generally struggled to survive, have been affected by the poor performance of the economy, 
and have not been able to benefit significantly from skills development. In relation to NGOs, the view of the 
Nedlac community constituency is that civil society generally is weaker today than it has been historically 
and that little has been achieved in terms of skills development to strengthen NGO capacity. In general, 
SETA managers are of the view that this is a weak aspect of NSDS III implementation.

- Informal sector. This is probably the area of least effectiveness during the period 2011-2018. The funds 
that were made available prior to 2011 were redirected to other national priorities and all stakeholders agree 
that limited or no research has been done to identify the informal sector or the skills that it needs. Measuring 
effectiveness in terms of economic performance is not easy. Employers state that skills development has 
improved performance. It is very doubtful if skills development has been effective in the informal sector.

- The economy. The case studies conducted show the effort that was put into aligning skills development to 
strategic infrastructure projects (SIPs) and to forge public private partnerships that included (for example) 
the building of a skills training centre next to the Medupi power station on the site of the nearby TVET col-
lege. Some efforts have been made to include skills development in industrial development zones (IDZs). 
However, the overwhelming evidence points to very fragile partnerships, with industry and DTI stakeholders 
actively avoiding doing business through the SETAs. SETAs are viewed at best as funding sources, and 
at worst as bureaucratic obstacles to the achievement of wider economic outcomes. This underlines a key 
finding that it is very difficult to build the kind of relationships and long-term partnerships that are needed 
to achieve impact in the economy. The findings in relation to the need for ‘brokering’ skills are relevant to 
achieving the desired alignment between skills development and industrial strategy.

- Public service. There are aspects of state engagement in the strategy that have been effective (for exam-
ple, expanded workplace learning and some learnership and artisan programmes). However, as described 
earlier in the report, 2011-2016 saw some major changes in both coordination and funding and it is too early 
for these changes to be impacting. The basis has been laid for more effective skills development in the pe-
riod ahead. Effectiveness will require an alignment of skills development interventions to other strategies for 
improving public service capacity. Since 2014 there has been an increase in skills development facilitated 
and funded by the SETAs and these programmes need to be evaluated to determine their effectiveness.

7.2.3 Effectiveness for individuals

In relation to effectiveness the question is whether the programmes were valued, and helped people gain traction, in 
a hostile and difficult labour market. The strategy in its implementation has been largely effective. Those that engaged 
in programmes gained qualifications, gained work experience and gained in confidence to apply for jobs. In certain cir-
cumstances, the programmes resulted in those qualifying finding employment, starting a business or gaining promotion. 
Effectiveness was influenced by such things as the type of programme and the actual need in the company and sector.

7.2.4 Factors impacting on effectiveness

There are a number of factors at play that determine effectiveness or otherwise of programmes.

7.2.4.1 Demand-led programmes

Evidence indicates that when programmes address real demand and employers see relevance and need or if a pro-
gramme is designed to meet a specific need then the chance of a person obtaining employment after qualifying is much 
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greater. Where programmes are supply- or provider-led, there is less employer commitment and less chance of employ-
ment on qualifying.

7.2.4.2 Sound planning of delivery

There are a number of critical steps in the delivery of skills development programmes that impact on effectiveness:
• Good induction processes are needed, clarifying roles and responsibilities, and building accountability from the 

outset.

• The recruitment and selection process needs to be an employer responsibility. Where a rigorous process is 
followed to recruit and select, there is a much greater chance of those that start, completing and staying in their 
chosen occupational field.

• A constructive and supportive relationship between the employer (responsible for workplace training and men-
toring), and the provider of theoretical and practical training assists a great deal. It enables discussion on chal-
lenges and joint resolution. Integration of theory and practice is partly a curriculum issue but it is also about the 
employer and provider working together.

Many of these are missing from funded programmes and are not considered important within SETAs to monitor or en-
courage. Better results could be achieved if more attention were to be paid to these aspects of programme implemen-
tation.

7.2.4.3 Monitoring and trouble shooting

Monitoring is critical. Progress in terms of both formal training and work experience must be monitored and problems 
identified early. The monitoring role of the SETA, and its willingness to intervene and find solutions to problems, is criti-
cal. Again, this is a weak area in many SETAs.

7.2.4.4 Factors specific to small and micro businesses

The following are factors specific to small and micro businesses including those operating in the informal sector.
• Skills development programmes must be fit for purpose.

• There is a need to link training to industrial strategy. Skills development programmes should complement other 
interventions in industry and the economy.

• Training is not enough in itself. There must be links to other support such as finance, market access, accom-
modation, machinery etc.

• It needs to be recognised that supporting small businesses will involve a change in the nature of the work of SE-
TAs. A more hands on and less bureaucratic approach is needed when supporting small and micro enterprises.

7.3 Efficiency

7.3.1 How can efficiency be measured and improved?

Efficiency can be viewed at a number of levels: at strategy and system level – the extent to which overall costs were 
contained and numbers of beneficiaries was at the maximum level achievable with the available resources. Then there 
is efficiency at the level of skills development institutions and finally the efficiency of programme delivery.

7.3.2 System-wide efficiency

SETAs had around R30 billion to spend in discretionary grants. During the five years, the SETAs actually spent R20 
billion and ended the period with R13 billion in reserves. This shows a systemic inefficiency that needs to be addressed.

The NSF received R13 billion, inherited a R6 billion surplus and received R4 billion from the SETAs. So overall, the NSF 
had around R23 billion. It disbursed around R14 billion. It ended 2015/16 with reserves of R10.8 billion.

The ringfenced 1% available for skills development in the public service was just over R3 billion in 2011, rising to R4.25 
billion in 2015. The total available for the five years came to just under R18.5 billion. Of this R9.5 billion was spent. In 
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2011, 62 % of the 1% was spent and this reduced over the five years to 44% in 2015/16.

There is clearly a challenge in relation to the system’s capacity to spend all the funds that are available. Improved cash 
flow management could achieve improvements in the proportion of income spent over a five-year period.

During the period 2011 to 2016, just over 1 million learners were funded by the SETAs and 330 000 were funded by the 
NSF, on average around 270 000 a year. It is not possible to calculate what a reasonable target would be without going 
into detail in relation to the type of programmes being delivered but given the sums of money allocated it is reasonable 
to ask whether more could be achieved with the available funds.

7.3.2.1 Skills development institutions

SETAs are allowed to spend up to 10% of their budget on administration. There is some evidence of discretionary funds 
being used for some administrative tasks and functions, and so the SETAs are in practice spending more than they 
should be.

Using declared administration costs, the cost per learner is between R5 000 and R6 000. These amounts could be re-
duced by a combination of a) increasing the numbers of people funded, and b) monitoring and containing administrative 
costs.

One of the costs that has risen over the period 2011 to 2016 has been salaries. Over half the SETA CEOs earned more 
than a Director General. Staff salaries generally have increased with the average salary at the end of 2016 being over 
R450 000.

7.3.2.2 Skills development programme implementation

As stated, SETAs funded just over a million people to engage in skills development programmes. Of that number around 
800 000 or 77% completed their programmes. The 23% non-completion has to be treated with caution as throughput as 
identified in cohort analysis would indicate that only 31%-32 % of those enrolled in learnerships completed and passed, 
and 41% of apprentices completed and passed in five years. These are worrying indicators of quite serious inefficiency 
in the management of the two most expensive programmes.

7.3.3 Factors impacting on efficiency
There are a range of factors that impact on efficiency:

• Cash flow management. The practice in many SETAs of keeping ‘committed funds’ in reserves and not spend-
ing from reserves means that there are large sums of money not being used for their intended purpose.

• It is not easy to set targets and the SETAs have a legitimate concern about the use of targets and the distortions 
that a target driven approach can lead to. For example, during NSDS II it was concluded that the target ap-
proach had led to a proliferation of lower level programmes being delivered which were easy to complete. There 
is therefore the need for a structured and informed discussion that results in targets that are aligned to sector 
demand and which takes account of the relative cost of different programmes and their value. Other factors also 
need to be considered and taken into account.

• Fit for purpose programmes. There are several aspects to the issue of selecting the most appropriate pro-
gramme:

1. Ownership. Employers may trust ‘their SETA’ programmes but not those of other SETAs.

2. Qualification type. Certain programmes get recognised and produce skilled people.

3. Occupations targeted. Some occupations absorb more speedily than others.

4. Genuine demand. Where a skill is in demand, absorption levels are high.

5. Level of qualification. The higher the level, the shorter the time spent job hunting.

6. Location. Some provinces are better than others and people from townships are still disadvantaged.

7. The state of the economy. If there are job reductions absorption is slow.
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There are also a number of risks that SETAs need to manage including:

• Programmes targeted at skills that are not in demand - leading to a lack of commitment and buy-in from em-
ployers.

• Wrong diagnosis of the scarcity challenge, so the underlying problems of recruiting and retaining skilled workers 
is not addressed (for example, low wages, or temporary contracting practices, could be the cause of shortage 
not skills).

• Inappropriate interventions to address the challenge – for example, full qualification programmes such as learn-
erships, when other interventions such as a skills programme or internships would be more cost effective.

• Gaming the system, with employers and providers applying for large numbers of learners even though the de-
mand is not there.

• Delays, in SETAs and with employers and providers that could be avoided with better planning.

• Unreasonable compliance requirements, that make it impossible for some employers to participate.

7.4 Sustainability

7.4.1 Are programmes sustainable?

The most obvious success story in terms of effectiveness of NSDS III is around artisan and learnership programmes. 
The evaluation of NSDS II conducted by the HSRC in 2011/12 concluded that such programmes are effective, and this 
study reaffirms that finding. However, the throughput figures indicate an unexpectedly high level of inefficiency in these 
programmes. They are also the programmes that cost the most. So, the question of cost-benefit and sustainability is an 
important one.

The following facts need to be considered:
• There was about R30 billion available from SETAs between 2011-2016 for discretionary funded programmes. 

This is from a total levy income of R63 billion of which R50 billion went to the SETAs. If admin costs and man-
datory grants are deducted, and the delays caused by grant processes are taken into account the available 
discretionary amount for 2011-2016 was R30 billion. In practice, R20 billion was actually spent.

• In addition, the NSF has spent around R14 billion. So, the total spend was approximately R34 billion.
• Of this, just over R10.6 billion was spent by SETAs on artisans’ training and a similar amount (R10.7 billion) was 

spent on learnerships.
• Approximately R2.5 billion was spent by the NSF on apprenticeships and learnerships.
• So approximately R23.3 billion was spent on apprenticeships and learnerships.
• Skills programme spend came to R4.2 billion.
• Internships came to R1.8 billion.

Although the amount spent by SETAs on artisan programmes and learnerships was about the same, the number of 
learners funded differed. The learnerships are mainly one-year programmes, whereas the artisan programmes are gen-
erally 3 years in duration. So, whereas there were just over 340 000 enrolled in learnerships over five years of NSDS III 
there were only just over 130 000 apprentices in artisan programmes.

The analysis of efficiency has revealed:

• Skills programmes have a virtually 100% completion rate. Whilst questions need to be raised in relation to a 
system that is 100% successful, in general it is to be expected that shorter, fit for purpose, programmes will 
have relatively good completion rates.

• Internships have a low completion rate of around 30%.

• Throughput rates for learnerships are based on a cohort analysis of those entering 1-year learnership pro-
grammes in 2011, 12 and 13. The throughout rate after 3 years was 33.8%.

• The throughput rates for artisans entering 3-year programmes in 2011 stood at 31.7% after 3 years and 42% 
after 5 years. A study for National Treasury in 2014 put throughput rates at 54%. It is possible that current 
throughput rates have improved further. Indlela estimate throughout at 59% which is realistic in the light of 
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changes made in artisan development planning since 2015. Actual throughput would require a cohort analysis 
of artisans entering programmes in 2014 and 2015 and this has not been done for this study. So, the Indlela 
estimate of 59% is accepted as being a realistic one.

Throughput rates are very important in relation to artisan programmes. The estimated cost of 2011-2116 wastage (peo-
ple not completing the programme) was approximately R3.2 billion. This is on spending of R10 billion.

Unless the costs are reduced then the NDP target of 30 000 artisans per year will prove to be unachievable. One of the 
lessons that came out of the recent National Treasury project on costing implementation of PSET White Paper targets 
is that such targets cannot be achieved without the requisite budget. Currently, it looks very unlikely that the growth in 
artisan training is going to be sustainable.

There is also a need to examine opportunity costs. As previously stated, the decision to prioritise artisan training has 
effectively reduced the funding of ABE and community-based training and focused the skills system on the needs of the 
formal manufacturing, mining and construction sectors. There is a need to consider whether more could be done with 
the funds being allocated to artisan programmes.

7.4.2 Sustainability of NSF funded programmes

There are two critical issues that have arisen in respect of NSF funded programmes. The first is the sustainability of 
those programmes that are rightfully the role of the state to fund (as opposed to those that the levy and the NSF are 
intended to fund). It is not the job of the NSF to fund higher education. The Skills Development Act does not include in 
its purpose statement, funding either further or higher education. Yet there has been substantial funding to universities 
and to university students from the NSF in recent years. If the funds were to be withdrawn the question will be: can the 
expansion in numbers that was achieved be sustained?

The same question arises in relation to artisan training that the NSF funded in the SOEs. It was important that NSF 
supported the revival of artisan training and helped take the training to rural areas. In particular, the NSF has assisted in 
repositioning public TVET colleges, so as to be able to deliver theoretical and practical training to apprentices and there-
by play a bigger role in occupational programme delivery. This is work that is highly valued and which would not have 
been achieved without NSF funding. But will the SOEs now pick up the costs of future apprenticeship training and see it 
as part of their responsibility in the future or will they continue to require NSF funding? Similarly, with the TVET college 
artisan training capacity. NSF has made the initial investment but what of the future? Will the ongoing modernisation of 
workshops be paid for from voted funds? Will the changes brought about be sustainable?

If there is no sustained funding for artisan training from sources other than the SETAs and the NSF, the target of 30 000 
artisans may not be realisable. There is a need for a sober discussion as to what is achievable in this highly successful 
but also very costly artisan programme. There should be a review of the artisan target of 30 000, including a discussion 
on whether the artisan grant is sustainable, whether it is appropriate for the NSF to fund SOE artisan programmes, and 
whether the levels of wastage in the system can be reduced. In particular throughput rates need to be improved. Also, 
whether funds can be used in a more creative manner to leverage additional spending by employers.

There is a need to clarify the funding arrangements for apprentices undergoing theoretical and practical training in public 
TVET colleges.

The other aspect of sustainability is whether programmes funded by the NSF in line with NSDS III (as distinct from 
general PSET funding) are sustainable given the current funding approaches. Fortunately, many of the cooperative, 
trade union and NGO programmes are funded on a multi-year basis and so there is a level of sustainability. However, 
the ‘catalyst’ concept signals that the funding will not be there indefinitely and so sustainability is at risk. In certain pro-
grammes where alternative sources of funding are difficult to identify it may not be sensible to purely focus on start-up 
costs. Funding of certain programmes on a long-term basis may be the only way of achieving sustainability.

SECTION 8: RECOMMENDATIONS

8.1 Strategy

8.1.1 The importance of a skills development strategy and plans

The Department is committed to creating an integrated, post school education and training system. This is given expres-
sion in the PSET White Paper which also commits government to supporting and complementing the skills system with 
TVET. During the period prior to 2010 the skills system had started to develop independently of the public TVET and 
wider PSET system and it was appropriate during the period under review to rectify that. NSDS III has been successful 
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in bringing the work of skills development institutions into a more collaborative relationship with government broadly and 
with the public PSET system in particular.

However, it is noted that the process of integration does not negate from the need to have a skills development strategy. 
Skills development cannot be viewed purely as part of the PSET system. There should be alignment of all strategies and 
plans (HRD, PSET, TVET and even those for technical training in schools being put in place by the DBE) and where con-
tradictions occur they should be discussed, and solutions found. Skills development should not be seen as something 
separate from, or unconnected to, the work of PSET institutions. Particular attention should be given to the alignment of 
skills development strategy and plans to those of the TVET colleges and UOTs.

The skills system has a unique function and mandate, set out in the Skills Development Act. That function should not be 
determined by its location in a government department. It is located in DHET, but that should not mean it must restrict its 
role to being part of the education and training supply side institutional framework. It needs to understand its role as part 
of economic development and industrial strategy on the demand side. Some stakeholders argue that skills development 
and its associated legislation and structures should be located in the EDD or DTI, but that should not be a necessary 
step to enable the skills system to assert its role in the economy. The skills development function must include engaging 
with industries and services and their skills needs and articulating and seeking to help the supply side institutions to 
address those needs.

The skills system is located between the PSET system and the economy and works across the two spheres. The skills 
development agenda must be firmly rooted in the needs of the economy, whereas this is not necessarily the case for 
PSET institutions. Universities have an important role that is quite separate from the demands of the economy and it 
would be wrong to suggest that they have a narrow economic function. But skills development does have that narrow 
focus and needs to constantly remind itself of that. It must work with the public and private PSET institutions, it must help 
strengthen TVET provision. However, there is an important role for the skills system that is located in the demand side 
of the supply and demand equation and this should not be lost by completely subsuming skills development into supply 
side institutions and frameworks.

A key challenge during the period since 2011 has been the decline of employment in established and large business, 
particularly in traditional industries such as manufacturing, mining and agriculture. Many of the available resources have 
been targeted at supporting skills development in larger and better-established entities. The future strategy needs to ad-
dress the skills needs of small and emerging enterprises, including the informal sector, where the potential for increased 
employment and income generation exists.

The other appeal that came through strongly in stakeholder and implementation role player interviews, is for consistency 
and continuity. Many stakeholders believe that NSDS III was sound, but that it was not a five-year strategy. More time 
is needed and having changed direction over a five-year period time should be allowed for the work to be completed. 
Employers and providers (public and private) would like to be able to plan over a period of years. SETAs find it difficult 
working on the basis of five-year terms, with the current end date of March 2020 being viewed as a particular problem 
they are having to manage. A number of policy makers suggested the current NSDS III could be adjusted rather than 
be completely changed.

The other common view across stakeholders was that although NSDS III provided a sound framework or vision of what 
was needed, and enabled some flexibility at sector level, it tried to do too much. It may not have been intended but prior-
ity was given to artisan training and as a result huge levels of resources and commitment were mobilised and there has 
been progress towards the NDP target of 30 000. Lessons can be learned from that. The suggestion is that the strategy 
should try to do less but do it better.

Recommendations

• It is noted that the Department has published a National Skills Development Plan. It is the view of this evaluation 
team that this should be reviewed, taking into account findings from this evaluation of the NSDS III. This should 
inform both the shape of the National Skills Development Strategy, as well as the implementation plan, that takes 
effect from 1 April 2020. It is important that its unique role in relation to the economy should be recognised.

• The strategy should be informed by a determination to build a demand-led skills development system, where the 
needs of current and future enterprises determine the priorities and programmes of the skills system.

• The strategy should be informed by longer term goals medium term outcomes that are achievable within the re-
sources available.
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• Consideration should be given to identifying a small number of priority programmes that will focus the skills de-
velopment institutions and stakeholders and resources. The strategy should identify priorities based on costed 
options.

• The involvement of small and micro enterprises should be made a central focus of skills strategy and develop 
indicators to enable progress to be measured.There should be agreement with relevant economic departments, 
the Department of Small Business and Industry on the approach and mechanisms for the aligning of training to 
other support provided such as funding, business development support and access to markets.

• The strategy should include the approach to skills development for the informal sector. Broadly, skills develop-
ment needs and relevant programmes should be identified by SETAs, funding for this should be from the NSF.

8.1.2 The importance of joint planning processes

Having said that there should be a skills development strategy and plan, it should not be viewed as one owned only 
by the Skills Branch, or by the NSA or SETAs. The partial breakdown of the silos that existed in the Departments of 
Education and Labour is one of the successes of NSDS III. The silos have not entirely been dismantled but a start has 
been made. More must be done to ensure that, just as the Skills Branch takes responsibility for ensuring that the TVET 
agenda is part of and aligned to skills development strategy and plans, so too must the TVET branch take ownership of 
the skills development agenda and ensure that it is part of TVET strategy and plans.

A pertinent example of this is the Centres of Specialisation project. This project will only succeed if the two branches take 
full ownership and ensure that agreed decisions are implemented. As those participating in the COS project will confirm, 
the issues being addressed are not easy, and there are areas of disagreement. Nevertheless, the level of collaboration 
and mutual understanding that has developed is very powerful and productive. In many ways it is a model of what can 
be achieved if the two agendas (driving employer led skills development and doing it through public colleges) are coor-
dinated and driven by fit for purpose joint planning teams. There is a view within the Department, that given the levels of 
investment in the COS project by the two branches, these arrangements should be built into longer term arrangements 
for the roll out of occupational programmes in the colleges. Obviously there have been tensions, and there is still a need 
to review the extent to which this model is yielding the intended results, but the COS joint project is seen as an important 
element of building the capacity of the colleges to play an expanded role in the delivery of skills for the economy – one 
of the central purposes of NSDS III.

It is also noted that there are other partnership models that are being developed by DHET and industry: for example, 
DHET, and other government departments, have been working with the manufacturing sector (through the Manufactur-
ing Circle and the National Business Initiative). These partnerships require joint planning across the branches to ensure 
that the programme and qualification mix for the TVET colleges takes these occupational programmes into account. This 
would allow for a combination of funding from the fiscus (as per TVET funding mechanisms), the levy and companies.

Overall, these examples suggest that there has to be an integrated approach to planning so that goals, outcomes and 
outputs that require action by more than one branch are owned and worked on by those responsible.
Recommendation

• For each goal, outcome or output that requires more than one branch or department to achieve it, joint planning and 
oversight structures should be put in place to drive delivery. The Skills Branch should take responsibility with the 
support of the DG for putting such structures in place.

8.1.3 Addressing incorrect perceptions

There is an important communications task ahead. During NSDS III two perceptions developed. The first was that 
employers seeking funding for training would now be required to recruit learners and apprentices from TVET colleges 
when their general view of the colleges was that these colleges were not producing the skills required by industry. The 
second was that private providers would no longer have a role in skills development as all funds would now be chan-
neled through the public TVET colleges and universities. These two perceptions were not correct, and it is clear from the 
evaluation research that these are not an accurate reflection of policy intent or policy implementation. Nevertheless, the 
perceptions were, and remain, strong that this is the direction government is moving in, and it is important to communi-
cate effectively that this is not the case.

There is a need to develop a strategy that makes it clear that the long-term vision is one of a public TVET system that 
has credibility with employers and that is actively working to provide for current and future skills needs. In order to get to 
that vision, employers need to partner the colleges and help achieve a better focus on industry needs and better quality 
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of provision. But they will not be forced to do this, and they will be able to work with private providers and train in-house 
and that they will be able to access funds to do so.

Recommendation

• Future strategy should be accompanied by a communications strategy that makes clear what is intended, and 
what is expected of stakeholders, and in particular the intended role of public and private providers.

8.1.4 Financial strategy

Overarching funding strategy

There was approximately R12.5 billion a year (it started as R8b and grew to R15b) to spend during the period 2011-
2016. The current estimated income from the levy is that it will bring in R17 billion in 2018, and this will increase each 
year. Efforts are needed to ensure that as much of this money as possible is spent on skills development. In addition, it 
is suggested that careful thought be given to developing a financial strategy. Included in the strategy should be: a broad 
guide on how the funds should be allocated to achieve the strategy; detailed guidelines on what can be funded and what 
should not be funded from the 10% administration budget, from NSF funds and from discretionary funds; advice on how 
some of the funds can be allocated to multi-year projects without contravening PFMA prescripts or attracting an audit 
finding; advice on leveraging other funds – as for example practiced by the Jobs Fund; advice on how spending can be 
speeded up to avoid the build-up of reserves, or alternatively advice on how the reserves can be used to support skills 
development.

Recommendations
• The National Skills Development Strategy should be accompanied by a financial strategy that provides direction 

to stakeholders on how resources should be allocated to achieve maximum impact.

• In the allocation of funds there has been a shift from the SDA mandate. The intention of the SDA was to focus 
on workplaces, workers and new entrants. Substantial funds have been allocated to subsidising learners and 
students in public TVET colleges and universities. There should be a return to the intentions of the legislation.

• Attention should be paid to improved cash flow management so that a larger proportion of available resources 
are spent each year. 

• There should be a review of the artisan target of 30 000, including a discussion on whether the artisan grant is 
sustainable, whether it is appropriate for the NSF to fund SOE artisan programmes, and whether the levels of 
wastage in the system can be reduced. In particular throughput rates need to be improved.

• There is a need to clarify the funding arrangements for apprentices undergoing theoretical and practical training 
in public TVET colleges.

NSF funding strategy

This evaluation has come to some complicated conclusions related to the NSF. On the one hand during much of the 
period 2011-2016, there were weak monitoring and reporting arrangements. The NSF was unable to provide the level of 
detailed data that the SETAs and the DHET were eventually able to provide. On the other hand, it is clear that towards 
the end of the review period and since, capacity has been put in place that will position the NSF to continue to play a 
critical and important role in strategy implementation in the future. Whilst there are some concerns over efficiency and 
effectiveness the two biggest areas of concern are over relevance of programmes to NSDS, and sustainability. The 
following recommendations are intended to address these two issues.

Recommendations
• There should be a review of the priority programmes that the NSF commits to funding. This should be based 

not on general funding pressures that exist for government but on the legislated mandate of the NSF and in 
particular an analysis of NSDS and those outputs and outcomes of the strategy that are unlikely to be achieved 
through SETA funded programmes. For example, although SETAs should research the informal economic ac-
tivity of their sectors, but the NSF will need to support the roll out of skills development.

• In reviewing the programmes to be funded by the NSF consideration should be given to the potential impact of 
reducing or withdrawing funding from programmes that are not strictly relevant to NSDS implementation, but 
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which are nevertheless important within the broader PSET policy framework. Care should be taken to ensure 
that alternative sources of funding are found where NSF funds are redirected to other NSDS priorities. This is a 
major risk and needs to be managed carefully.

• In redirecting NSF funding, particular attention should be given to programmes for the unemployed and in par-
ticular the NEETs. Consideration should be given to prioritising programmes that offer modules of employable 
skills to unemployed young people. Artisan and learnership programmes are an effective route for young people 
to enter the labour market, but they are resource intensive and therefore cannot be offered on a mass scale. 
Smaller units of training that carry value in the labour market should be made available and be funded by the 
NSF.

• Although the main focus of capacity building during the period since 2011 has been the TVET colleges, the 
focus should now turn to community colleges and the funding of capacity to deliver to the skills needs of local 
communities.

• The increased capacity in the NSF needs to be harnessed to work more closely with the rest of the skills sys-
tem to implement NSDS. The additional capacity that has been built positions the NSF to play an increasingly 
important role in the achievement of the strategy. Monitoring as well as evaluation of NSF funded programmes 
should become a priority.

8.1.5 Levers, or instruments, of policy implementation 

During NSDS III the scarce skills list and the critical skills list became an important focus. Later the PIVOTAL list (full and 
part qualification programmes to address scarce and critical skills) became an important instrument to focus resources. 
The SETA Grant Regulations then required 80% of discretionary funds to be spent on PIVOTAL programmes. These 
were important policy levers that were effective in redirecting spending. However, as has been shown in the evaluation, 
they also resulted in unintended consequences, such as reducing the spending on ABE and community-based educa-
tion and training.

Various levers were used to focus attention on learnerships and apprenticeships. These included the nationally de-
termined artisan grant, and also the tax incentives worth R2 billion a year. These were powerful instruments of policy 
implementation.

In relation to youth there were targets set and the SLA consolidated these, and so the SLA was also an important lever.

On the other hand, the goals related to small businesses, cooperatives and the informal sector were lacking policy le-
vers. In this context it is important to recognise that other departments and entities are driving strategies that impact on 
NSDS outcomes. For example, National Treasury tax incentives for learnerships and apprenticeships, DTI BEE score-
cards in relation to supply chains and procurement, initiatives by the Department of Small Business Development, the 
Jobs Fund and a range of other initiatives are designed to promote small businesses. However, the precise manner in 
which skills development should support these was unclear.

The policy lever in relation to careers development was the requirement for SETAs to produce career guides. This 
was successful to a point, in that guides were produced, but the mechanism for enabling the content of these guides 
to inform skills development and career choices was absent and so the impact of careers work during NSDS III was 
weak, as evidenced from the tracer study and employer survey. This is an example of efficient implementation and the 
achievement of a straightforward output, which in the end was ineffective because there was no way of bringing it into 
the decision-making process of individuals navigating entry into the labour market.

Recommendation 
• During the planning of the next iteration of skills development strategy for each of the intended goals and out-

comes there should be a description of the levers or instruments that are, or will be put, in place to enable the 
goals to be achieved. These should be developed in a process led by the DHET Skills Branch and involve the 
relevant stakeholder departments.

• One of the levers used by DHET is the SLA that is negotiated each year with the SETAs. It is important that the 
APP and SLA are aligned and that the SETAs are held to account not just for numerical targets but also outputs 
and outcomes set out in the APP.
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8.1.6 Role clarification

A key concern within the SETAs in relation to NSDS III was that certain objectives were set out without clarifying who 
would take responsibility. There were a number of key tasks that were essential to the achievement of different goals. 
For example: a review of Nated and NCV curriculum content; the facilitating of a youth stakeholder engagement to clarify 
the skills development agenda for youth; an assessment of skills development in the public service. None of these im-
portant tasks were allocated to a specific branch or chief directorate within the Department and so they did not receive 
the attention they needed.

Recommendation 
• The Theory of Change for future strategy must set out clearly who will take lead responsibility for activities re-

quired to achieve outputs and outcomes. 

8.1.7 Coordination structures

It has become clear during NSDS III that the goals were not just ambitious but also complex to achieve. The complexity 
is caused by the fact that so much of what is planned, involves a wide range of different people, with different account-
abilities and with different expectations and interests.

Recommendation
• Where there is a complex goal, outcome or output in the strategy, a multi-stakeholder structure should be put 

in place whose composition is based on a careful stakeholder analysis. It is assumed that the Skills Branch will 
continue to be the custodian of the NSDS and its implementation and that the branch, with the support of the 
DG will lead the processes needed to establish these structures.

8.2 Governance and accountability

8.2.1 Simplification of structures

There are a large number of structures in the skills system that have dual accountabilities. This is because they either 
have a board or accounting authority and a legal status that sets them up as ‘independent’ from the Department and 
Skills Branch. Included in this category are the SETAs and the QCTO. There are also structures that have no governance 
structures but are accountable to an accounting officer. This includes the National Skills Fund and the Human Resource 
Development Council that is accountable to the Director General of DHET and the Provincial Skills Development Forum 
that is accountable to the Office of the Premier. Then there are two structures that have overall accountability, Nedlac 
and the NSA. Nedlac is responsible for policy and NSA is responsible for advising the Minister on policy, strategy and 
implementation challenges. There are occasions when the NSA and Nedlac, in spite of having the same stakeholders 
represented in the structures, come to different views, creating a situation where no single stakeholder perspective is 
achieved. With so many accountabilities it is not surprising that holding people to account is difficult.

Recommendation
• The number of boards or accounting authorities should be reduced. There may be a need for a staged ap-

proach. Ideally in the longer term there should be one accounting authority that has real power to hold skills 
development structures to account.

• Legislation should be reviewed to ensure there is clarity on exactly who is responsible for: allocating funds; 
ensuring legislative compliance; accounting for misuse of funds; accounting for poor performance; and what 
powers exist to ensure there are consequences for wrong doing.

• Consideration should be given to the governance and accountability mechanism for the NSF. With a suitable 
accounting authority, the NSF could play an even bigger role than it does in the funding of skills development 
and in overseeing spending within the skills system. In the short term the NSF should have its budget and plans 
approved by the NSA.

8.3 Structuring of the skills system

8.3.1 Structure of the Skills Branch

The evaluation found that although there was an acknowledgement within DHET that NSDS III was a significant change 
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in strategy, and although National Treasury GTAC facilitated an organisation development review of the Skills Branch 
and made recommendations, no structural changes were made. Essentially, the same structures that oversaw and man-
aged implementation of NSDSII were left unchanged to implement a dramatically different strategy.

Recommendation
• Once the strategy post 2020 is agreed, the GTAC OD review report should be reviewed and efforts made to 

ensure that the structures put in place have the capacity to lead and manage implementation. It is particularly 
important that the Skills Branch should have improved research capacity, strengthened monitoring capacity and 
systems, the ability to ‘translate’ research findings, and increased brokering capability to forge the various policy 
alignments and partnerships needed to implement NSDS.

8.3.2 SETAs

8.3.2.1 Failure to address embedded structural challenges

There have been several proposals for structuring the sector skills structures to be more effective as implementation 
agents, removing their policy and accounting authority status and removing the dual accountability that creates so many 
problems in the skills system. One was the Skills System Review for the HRD Council that recommended the removal 
of boards and the creation of a single skills council. The second was a proposal to convert SETAs into advisory boards 
with the implementation structures accountable to the Department. Both failed to gain traction. One of the challenges 
is that stakeholder interests are deeply entrenched and the very structures that need to be changed are such that they 
can be mobilised to resist change. There is a need to find a process that enables stakeholders (government, organised 
business, organised labour) to explore options and reach agreement on a simpler and more accountable structure. 
Once agreement is reached the solution needs to be endorsed by Cabinet and legislated.

Recommendation 
• The Department should facilitate, possibly with the assistance of the Presidency, an intense stakeholder en-

gagement to broker agreement on the structure and accountability mechanisms for the skills system, so as to 
rationalise decision-making, reporting and governance. It is noted that there has been considerable discussion 
in this regard though the NEDLAC process; these views should be consolidated and considered taking into 
account the wider learning emerging from this evaluation.

8.3.2.2 A flexible and responsive skills system

The current SETA operational structures are sector based. There are sound arguments for adopting on the one hand a 
value chain approach to structuring the system and on the other an occupational approach. No single approach will be 
ideal across the entire economy and so flexibility is needed. The concentration of resources in Gauteng means that a 
disproportionate amount of attention is focused in the province. The systems put in place for the allocation of available 
funds lend themselves to the delivery of skills development to larger companies. Many of these companies would be 
doing training without SETA involvement and often spend much more than the levy amount of 1%. Limited capacity 
exists at local level to serve the needs of the informal sector. SETA structures are such that they are unable to redirect 
resources to where the strategy intends them to be directed. Measures put in place by the Department (scarce skills 
lists, PIVOTAL lists and Grant Regulations) achieved some shift in resource allocation but this has largely benefitted 
larger companies or entities specifically targeting skills funds as a business opportunity. So, whilst there has been some 
success in targeting funds to scarce skills/occupations in demand, this has further created a situation where smaller 
companies that do not claim grants are subsidising the larger companies that do claim.

The challenge facing both the SETAs and the NSF in relation to driving skills development to support small, micro and 
emerging enterprises is that these interventions require a different set of skills within the skills system and then locat-
ing the resources where they are most needed. The brokering role being proposed for the SETAs requires a rethink in 
relation to structures, skills and personnel. People are needed who can work with small employers at local level and 
help put in place relevant and accessible interventions that complement and enhance the other support strategies and 
programmes that are put in place by other stakeholders.

Recommendation
• There should be an organisation development review to determine how to restructure the skills system, build a 

set of structures aligned to strategy implementation and reallocate resources to where they are needed. This 
should not be viewed as closing down existing structures, but rather breaking down silos to create a more flexi-
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ble and responsive system. This will involve a change in staff skills profiles but not necessarily major disruption, 
if it is handled carefully. Many of the staff in SETAs would welcome playing a more pro-active role in the econ-
omy.

• The QCTO needs to be given the necessary resources to operate effectively as the primary QA body in the skills 
development arena. If this means transferring functional QA units located in the SETAs (with staff and budgets) 
to the QCTO this should be considered. It is the normal practice in government that where a function shifts it 
does so with the budget and this should apply in the case of QA functions transferring to SETAs. The import-
ant thing is that if the QCTO is to be held to account for certain functions it must be allocated the necessary 
resources.

The challenges that the SETAs have faced have been in relation to smaller companies, unemployed youth, rural skills 
need, the informal sector and specialist groups such as people living with disabilities, the trade unions and coopera-
tives. SETAs have also struggled with occupations that are required in more than one sector. SETAs work in silos and 
it is difficult to achieve coordination across SETAs. Some SETAs only fund programmes for which they have a quality 
assurance responsibility, whilst other SETAs fund any learning programme that is a skill need in their sector. Part of the 
reluctance of smaller employers to participate in skills development is the fact that each SETA has its own grant process 
that includes various approaches to workplace approvals and due diligence that individually create barriers and which 
when combined create an almost impenetrable obstacle. Something has to be done to simplify the processes and create 
an enabling framework for smaller businesses to participate.

Recommendation
• Facilitate the development of standardised grant application and approval processes, including a reduction and 

simplification of compliance requirements.

8.3.3 Capacitating the SETAs as intermediaries and brokers 

One of the most common criticisms of the SETAs is that they adopt a bureaucratic approach and that their bureaucracy 
is a huge obstacle to participation levels in skills development, particularly participation from small and micro enterpris-
es. Another is that they do not actively assist such enterprises when approached. Industry associations report that they 
encourage their member companies to engage in skills development but when the companies approach the SETAs no 
assistance is provided.

 There is no ‘how can we assist?’ or ‘let me walk you through the process…’ SETAs advise on administrative processes 
and then reject applications from those who do not meet their requirements. It may not be possible to avoid a certain 
amount of bureaucracy, given the pressure to achieve clean audits (one of the successes of NSDS III). However, there 
needs to be a change in the role that most SETAs are playing. 

They need to change from being managers or administrators of grant application processes to one of being a proactive 
agent in the delivery of skills to the economy. The challenge is to transform the SETAs from focusing mainly on admin-
istration of grants to being drivers of strategy implementation. The following set of skills have been identified that could 
be developed if there is agreement on this.

• Brokerage and partnering - getting all the relevant actors around a negotiating table and making agreements 
to alter demand-side conditions - for example, employers’ reluctance to employ first-time entrants into the labour 
market. In a number of programmes (TES, COS and others) effort put in at local level has resulted in employer 
commitments to employ apprentices, implement learnerships and provide work experience opportunities. SE-
TAs need to have suitably skilled people in localities able to do this work.

• ‘Translation’ work – interpreting and analysing complex data and trends in the economy and education and 
training systems for use in planning, strategic decision-making, steering and ‘visioning’ the future of the sector.

• Engaging the research-policy nexus – strengthening abilities to use the results of well-executed research to 
inform policy, planning and implementation.

• Understanding and managing the interface with the external environment – learning how to strike training 
compacts with employers in the wider labour market. For example, negotiating commitments around a SIP proj-
ect (see Medupi case study) whereby skills development within the project not only meets immediate project 
needs but looks longer term to the situation after the completion of the project to address future employment 
and the skills that will be needed. Much more funding and value could be leveraged from IDZs and SIPs if SE-
TAs were playing a more interventionist, facilitating and brokering role. This requires industry knowledge and 
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experience and well as strategic thinking and programme management skills.

• DHET and its proposed SPU should consider using the new ‘senior research fellows’ posts in higher education 
(what are currently called SETA research chairs) to develop programmes to train SETA and TVET staff in these 
areas.

Recommendation
• DHET Skills Branch should put in place a process to reposition the SETA structures to play the role of brokers, 

addressing location, capacity and skills needs to achieve this. Key functions that need to be strengthened in-
clude: monitoring, including data gathering and management; sector or industry experts; research and research 
translation; project management; brokering/facilitating (of partnerships and agreements).

8.3.4 Data management

It is highly problematic that SETA data still remains extremely poor, even after the review of NSDS II where this was 
one of the main problems highlighted - especially exit data on completion and employment rates of beneficiaries in the 
system. It is critical to put in place:

•	 A simple database method of recording the contact details of all beneficiaries of training (especially the 
more complex multi-level and multi-year programmes) over the five-year period of the NSDS.

•	 Simple tracer studies – as was proposed in the LMIP - should become the norm in using the above data – to 
track graduates as they move into the workplace. This data is invaluable for the monitoring and evaluation 
of programmes over the five-year term of NSDS IV.

Recommendation
• A project should be initiated by the Department and NSA to systematically address the data challenges within 

the skills system.

8.3.5 Skills Planning Unit

The work of this unit should primarily be about understanding the demand-side, derived from multiple research methods 
and data gathering techniques, and to draw attention to the way post-school institutions (like colleges or UoT) will need 
to respond to the changing world of work. The following should be key features of the construction and modus operandi 
of the SPU:

•	 The mechanism for planning should be a multi-source data collection process, which should be easy to use 
by the senior staff in SETAs and colleges.

•	 The multiple sources of data include: qualitative sector studies; quantitative forecasting, especially in key 
sectors and occupational/professional fields; the developmental plans of government over the next decade 
or two, for example, the NDP; industrial policies of key sectors; understanding the other supply-side con-
ditions of the economy that are needed to be in place alongside demand – including the provision of key 
economic services by the SoEs (transport, logistics, energy; fibre optics), the building of new infrastructure, 
and the effective maintenance of old infrastructure; and finally, the economic and ET trends which might 
arise due to major disruptions such as the fourth industrial revolution.

•	 Planning in this context is about understanding the big picture, understanding how the two systems of (1) 
education and training, and (2) the economy, relate to each other in differing sectors and contexts. This re-
lational dynamic is not about neat matches between demand and supply, nor do they entail neat sequential 
transitions from the one side to the other. It is a much more non-linear, discontinuous and disruptive pro-
cess. Planning therefore, in this context, is complex and difficult.

•	 The SPU will need expert internal staff and highly flexible working relationships with research centres at 
universities.

•	 DHET and the SPU should consider a model of delegating some of this research responsibility over a 
minimum period of 5 years to: the proposed ‘senior research fellows’ (as with the research chairs, funded 
by SETAs), the HSRC, good university-based VET research centres or private consultant companies – all 
under the steering control of the SPU.
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Recommendation
• The establishment of the Skills Planning Unit is an important project for effective skills strategy implementation. 

However, it is very important that the functions listed above are incorporated, and that the unit has the human 
and financial resources required for the functions it is being established to perform.

8.4 Fit-for-purpose programmes

8.4.1 Approach to occupational qualifications

The LMIP research highlighted a growing international debate on the value of qualifications targeted at a particular oc-
cupation versus a broader technical or vocational programme that equips a person for a range of occupations. There 
is broad agreement that most of the traditional artisan trades require an apprenticeship programme that is specific to a 
particular occupation, but in occupations outside of the trades there is less consensus. There are those that argue that 
if standards could be raised and more effective practical training could be provided in a revised NCV then this would 
be a better option than going full out to deliver occupational programmes. It would seem that the policy is moving in the 
direction of occupational programmes, but this is not fully resolved as yet at a policy level.

There is a challenge that concerned most of those interviewed for this evaluation and that is the slow pace of qualifica-
tion development within the QCTO. Much of the work of qualification development has been outsourced to SETAs to 
fund as development quality partners (DQPs). Both SETAs and the QCTO have challenges in relation to industry input 
and managing stakeholder processes takes time. Internal capacity in the QCTO has been limited by funding challenges. 
There is also problem of only small numbers of specialists being deemed to be competent to develop qualifications and 
so there are bottle necks related to that.

There are also challenges emerging in relation to the workplace component of occupational qualifications. Although 
there is agreement that there should be a workplace component (this evaluation confirms the value and effectiveness 
of programmes that do include work experience), there is a concern that in rural areas there are few workplaces, and 
this could mean very few people from such areas being able to achieve success in these qualifications. Consideration 
is being given to the use of simulated practical work experience.

Whilst there is a general support for levy funds to be directed at programmes linked to qualifications on the NQF, there 
are concerns that this has disadvantaged certain NSDS III target groups. For example, the trade unions and cooperative 
movements seek programmes that address specific needs. These are not always addressed best in qualification linked 
programmes. The level 4 and level 5 trade union qualifications became operational between 2011 and 2016 but the take 
up has not been great for a variety of reasons including difficulties of shop stewards taking time off from work.

There is a need to review some of the practices being put in place by the QCTO. Considerable concern is being ex-
pressed over the processes and criteria being developed for approval of workplaces for locating learners in occupational 
programmes. The problem of identifying suitable workplaces for the work experience component of occupational pro-
grammes is a very serious one, especially in rural areas. Requirements are such that many smaller enterprises will be 
unable to participate and a further barrier that did not exist in learnerships is being created.

Further, there is a need to reflect on the learning contained in this evaluation report with respect to enabling increased 
numbers of women to both access programmes in fields that have traditionally been dominated by men.

Recommendations
• The skills development strategy should focus primarily on occupational qualifications and programmes.

• An intervention is needed to unblock the QCTO processes and ensure that the required range of qualifications 
is available.

• There should be agreement with relevant economic departments and industry on a programme that has a spe-
cific focus on developing management and business skills and creating access to industry-based value chains 
and networks. The work of EDD on value chain linkages to townships, and the work of the DTI in relation to 
IDZs and industry specific incentives are examples of where skills development needs to be aligned to achieve 
greater impact.

• The process of workplace approval should be revisited with the QCTO and industry representatives. There is a 
need for a flexible approach that enables smaller companies to participate.
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• There is a need to put in place a specific funded strategy for trade union education and training, with long term 
funding arrangements that enable the required capacity to be put in place. It is important that the voice of work-
ers is heard more clearly both within skills system structures and in firms and workplaces.

• Certain agreed programmes of education and training that are not qualification linked should be agreed for 
funding. In other words, although the rule should remain that funding goes to achieve qualifications there should 
be agreed exceptions; for example, there is an agreement on the importance of work readiness, yet this should 
not be a qualification.

• Recruitment, selection and placement processes – particularly in fields that have been dominated by men – 
should be designed in a manner that actively seeks to increase the numbers of women that are both in the 
programmes and that are supported to find opportunities post programmes.

• A process should be facilitated by DHET and NSA to focus on the challenges being faced in relation to people 
with disabilities. There is a need expand skills development opportunities and in particular programmes that are 
more likely to result in employment after qualifying.

8.4.2 Role of TVET colleges

It is important to recognise the complexity of some of the policy dilemmas faced by the DHET in relation to the role of 
the colleges. There appears to be consensus that the focus of colleges should be the economy. This is an important 
change as in the more recent past they have been viewed mainly as offering a more technically orientated school leaver 
certificate (the NCV as opposed to the NSC). There was also a policy intention that they would provide a technical route 
into higher education level TVET programmes. The agreement that they should focus on the needs of industry and seek 
to address skills needs in the labour market is an important one.

There is less consensus over whether they should focus on a broad TVET qualification such as the NCV, or on revised 
Nated programmes, or on the emerging occupational qualifications being developed by the QCTO. The PSET plan 
indicates that there should be a mix and that where the NCV is having success these should be offered, and in other 
sectors – such as engineering – the colleges should only offer occupational programmes. This should ensure that the 
Programme Quality Mix addresses skills in demand.

There is agreement that colleges should develop capacity to deliver occupational programmes. Different models to ad-
dress the costs and resources associated with the delivery of the occupational programmes should be considered. This 
includes the Centres of Specialisation (COS): there will be 26 COSs established for 13 priority trades by the end of 2018. 
It also includes the partnership model that has been developed through the manufacturing circle programme which has 
industry and colleges jointly offering certain programmes.

The decisions in this regard should take into account the reality that the colleges are already batting to maintain the 
expansion achieved from 400 000 in 2011 to 700 000 in 2016. Increasing occupational programme numbers, without 
finding additional funds for them – or in the absence of partnerships that could provide resources - could create a num-
ber of challenges.

Challenges that need to be addressed include: the need to expand the number of lecturers/facilitators who have relevant 
occupational qualifications; sorting out what is funded from voted funds and what is funded from the skills levy and how 
the two sources of funding can be brought together to fund a person for the college-based and workplace-based com-
ponents simultaneously; workshops that are up to date in terms of current occupational practice; adequate workplaces 
to enable all learners in a programme to have appropriate work exposure; this also implies the building of workplace 
capacity particularly in smaller enterprises; the development of delivery models that are flexible and allow a reasonable 
level of integration of theory and practice. None of these are easy issues for colleges or the Department. 

The challenges do not only involve significant cost, but they involve major change in the way things are done in the 
colleges. Employers want to feel they are valued clients and partners of their chosen training providers and this is not 
currently how they feel they are treated. There are also industrial relations and financial management issues that need 
to be addressed if these changes are to come about. These are not small issues and will take time to address.

Recommendation
• Detailed and costed planning should be undertaken so that realistic targets are set for occupational programmes 

delivered by the public TVET colleges. In the meantime, consideration should be given to establishing public 
private partnerships and to harnessing the capacity of employers’ private providers to facilitate practical training.
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8.4.3 Role of UoTs

The UOTs have a critical role to play in TVET and skills development and yet the relationship between UOTs and SETAs 
is very limited. Just as TVET colleges were for a long time ignored by SETAs and the NSF in the delivery of FE level 
skills, so too have the UOTs been largely bi-passed by SETAs and the NSF in the delivery of level 5 to 7 qualifications. It 
is important that an appropriate relationship is built between the UOTs and the SETAs, and between TVET colleges and 
UOTs and to examine where there can be joint work to address higher level TVET skills needs. It is important to note 
that UOTs have a wider remit than the economy and that needs to be understood. The interface between the UOTs and 
the SETAs needs to be around the skills pipeline to the economy.

Ramping up TVET requires attention to be given to the pipeline from lower to higher levels of TVET. There are challeng-
es in relation to the NQF Act of 2008, which established three semi-autonomous sub-frameworks for HE, General and 
Further Education and Training and Occupational qualifications. Given the changes that are happening in manufacturing 
and production resulting from new technology the skills required of workers are being changed all the time. It is important 
that in ramping up TVET provision attention is given to programmes in colleges leading to further TVET programmes in 
UOTs. There are some examples of effective collaboration between some TVET colleges and some UOTs, and these 
need to be built on and expanded.

This is not primarily an issue for the NQF institutions (SAQA, Umalusi and QCTO). At a policy level there is a need to 
define more clearly what is expected of schools, technical schools, TVET colleges, UOTs - and to more clearly articulate 
the TVET pipeline - and then put in place structures, partnership arrangements and systems that will enable the TVET 
system to function effectively.

Recommendation
• A joint project should be established between the TVET, the HE and Skills Branch to develop an approach to 

engaging the UoTs on partnerships, expanded workplace learning, articulation and progression.

8.4.4 Employer in-house training and private providers

It is essential to mobilise, and make use of, all available skills development resources to support NSDS implementation. 
Efforts should be made to define more clearly the role of private education and training providers both in terms of ad-
dressing gaps and weaknesses in public TVET provision and in supporting and strengthening public provision through 
PPPs. The following should be considered:

•	 PPPs. Large private corporations and large public entities (SoEs) are well resourced institutions, most with in-
house training academies with excellent workshops, skilled technical training staff, state of the art equipment 
and surplus capacity. These lead actors should collaborate with each other and work with public ET institutions 
and SETAs in a joint public-private compact to ramp-up skill capabilities in SA.

•	 Brokerage will be required to set up these training compacts. This is a key role of the skills system institutions.

•	 This kind of joint initiative will help win back the trust from business that public institutions want to provide high 
quality training to private companies across the economy.

Recommendation
• In developing the future skills strategy attention should be paid to spelling out the expected role of the private 

sector and of public private partnerships in the delivery of skills for the economy.

8.4.5 The public service

Considerable progress has been made in linking the skills development to the public service. The decision (implemented 
in 2013/14) to transfer 30% of the ring-fenced 1% to public service SETAs has created conditions for SETAs to play a 
key role in the process of building a capable and developmental state. 

The funding challenge has not been fully resolved as not all departments pay, and not all departments that do pay, pay 
on time, with many leaving payment to the end of the year when the money should have been spent. However, the signs 
are that a major shift has taken place and some of the SETAs now have important resources with which to address skills 
needs in the public service.

There are many examples of important work that has been done to open up the public service as a training space. There 
are also examples of critical skills shortages being addressed in a systematic manner.
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However, there remain challenges. The various SETAs that work with the public service have to contend with HR pol-
icies that (for example) make the employment of interns after completion of studies difficult. Considerable efforts are 
being made - within the DPSA, within line departments, within the PSETA and within SETAs linked to departments with 
large workforces – to overcome the challenges and agree joint programmes of work. Projects are identified that make 
a difference and add value. However, the skills structures and ongoing funding challenges militate against achieving 
NSDS outcomes.

Recommendation

• DHET, DPSA and National Treasury should put in place a review of the skills development structures, processes 
and funding for skill development in the public service. In the short term there is a need to ensure a consistent 
and timeous flow of funds from the ring-fenced 1% to the relevant SETAs.

8.4.6 Improving the efficacy of programmes

There is growing evidence that programmes registered with, and funded by, the SETAs are more likely to achieve good 
results than others, and that certain types of qualification work better than others. Where programmes are designed to 
meet specific industry need the absorption rate is much better. Some programmes that do not address specific need 
(but may address targets) often result in graduates not finding employment or not finding employment in the occupations 
they trained for. Geographical location also plays a role.

Recommendation
• SETAs should be required to conduct tracer studies and they should explore the factors (both positive and neg-

ative) that impact on those trained in the sector finding employment.

• Agreement should be brokered in the sector on the programmes that are most likely to result in speedy absorp-
tion into available jobs.
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Appendix 1: Glossary of concepts

CONCEPTS LINKED TO SKILLS DEVELOPMENT

1. Skills Development: The Skills Development Act (1997) defines skills development as a process which em-
powers the workforce with skills to make them more productive; ensures employees have access to more 
opportunities for skill acquisition; creates the space for the new entrants into the labour market to gain work 
experience; and introduces transformative education and training interventions to redress unfair discrimination 
practises in the labour market.

2. Apprenticeship is a combination of on-the-job training and related classroom instruction under the supervision 
of an experienced artisan in which workers learn the practical and theoretical aspects of a highly skilled 
occupation. It is also comprising a legal contract with an employer who will employ and support the apprentice 
through the years of on-the-job training. And finally, it involves the apprentice undergoing a trade test where 
after he/she is then certified as a qualified artisan.

3. The levy-grant system was introduced by 1998 legislation to encourage skills development. It is a levy im-
posed on all employers with a payroll larger than R500 000 per annum. The funds are paid to the South African 
Revenue Service (SARS). SARS then distributes the levy to the SETAs according to the following formula: 
20% goes to the National Skills Fund; 10.5% toward SETA administrative costs; 0.5% is allocated to the Quality 
Council for Trades and Occupation (QCTO) for quality assurance; 20% is dispersed back to compliant and par-
ticipating employers (Mandatory Grant) and 49% is reserved as a Discretionary Grants (and which have been 
used in NSDS 111 mainly to promote PIVOTAL programmes).

4. Career pathing is the process used by an employer and employee to chart a formal and structured course 
within an organisation for his or her career development. The employee may move vertically up the occupational 
ladder but can also move laterally or cross-functionally to different types of activity at the same level, becoming 
a well-rounded employee.

5. NATED certificates: National Accredited Technical Education Diploma (NATED) certificates span from N1 to 
N6 with N3 equivalent to the Grade 12 exit point from secondary education. Their duration differs, from one year 
to complete N1 - N3 in Engineering Studies, another year to complete N4 - N6 in Engineering Studies, to three 
years for N4-N6 in Business Studies (18 months theoretical studies plus 18 months’ workplace application). The 
N1-N3 is usually the theoretical foundation for an apprenticeship and they are offered either by a public TVET 
College or an accredited private provider.

6. National Certificate Vocational (NCV): The NCV gives Grade 9 learners a vocational alternative to an aca-
demic Grade 10-12 by offering industry-focused training on the NQF Levels 2-4 in TVET Colleges. These three-
year qualifications are designed to provide both theory and practice. The practical component of study may be 
offered in a real workplace environment or in a simulated workplace environment. The NCV is offered in 14 
vocational fields including engineering, business, education, hospitality, primary agriculture and tourism. 

7. Occupational programmes are programmes of study consisting of one or more courses designed to provide 
the student with sufficient knowledge and skills to perform in a specific occupation. They also emphasise work-
based learning comprising extensive practical training and exposure to the world of work. Best examples of 
occupational programmes include the apprenticeship system and learnerships. A central brief of the Quality 
Council for  Trades and Occupations (QCTO) is develop a range of new occupational programmes, many 
at NQF Levels 4 to 6.

8. PIVOTAL programmes can be defined as professional, vocational, technical and academic learning programmes 
that result in qualifications or part-qualifications on the National Qualifications Framework that address critical 
and scarce skills needs. Professional learning programmes are programmes that lead to designations that are 
registered by professional bodies. Vocational learning programmes refer to NATED and artisanal programmes 
that lead to a trade and/or the National Certificate Vocational (NCV). Technical learning programmes are pro-
grammes that are occupationally-directed and registered by the SETA including apprenticeships, learnerships 
and skills programmes. Academic learning programmes lead to academic qualifications such as certificates, 
Higher Certificates, Diplomas and Degrees.

EDUCATION AND TRAINING CONCEPTS

9. The post-school education and training (PSET) sector refers to all learning and teaching that happens 
after school – that is, post NQF Level 4 (Grade12). This includes private, public, formal and informal training. 
However, Grades 10-12 can be completed in TVET colleges, and students can continue studying in these in-
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stitutions beyond NQF Level 4 to undertake a limited range of NQF level 5 and 6 programmes. TVET colleges 
therefore span both the schooling and post-schooling systems – a critically important role for developing inter-
mediate-skilled labour.

10. Secondary and tertiary TVET: The college system offers Technical and Vocational Education and Training 
(TVET) programmes. There are two components of TVET – one is Secondary TVET that comprises NQF 
Levels 2-4 (Grades 10-12). The other category is Tertiary TVET and it comprises post-school but pre-degree 
provision – that is NQF Levels 5 and 6 certificates and diplomas. Tertiary TVET is critical to the development of 
intermediate- and high-skilled labour.

11. Entry-level skills: These refer to training programmes which are offered to employees at NQF levels 1-3 – often 
in basic skills such as languages and literacy. They are offered to adult workers who either did not complete 
schooling or whose capabilities in mathematics and literacy are insufficient for the demands of the workplace.

12. Intermediate skills: Intermediate skills are those that are on offer at the NQF levels 4-6. They include appren-
ticeship programmes, learnerships and many TVET college and University of Technology (UoT) qualifications. 
Intermediate skilling is a critical requirement for a well-functioning modern economy, not only in manufacturing 
but also in the services and other economic sectors.

13. High-skills refer largely to degree-based qualifications offered by universities. The current drive to become a 
‘knowledge economy’ across the globe is dependent on ramping up the number of working citizens who have 
intermediate and high skills.

14. Polytechnic provision: In many parts of the world, polytechnic education refers to institutions which special-
ise in engineering, technology and applied sciences – as was the case with South Africa’s former Technikons 
and the current six Universities of Technology. These institutions offer courses which combine theory, practical 
training and exposure to the world of work. Polytechnics work in close cooperation with industry and the state in 
developing intermediate to high-skilled graduates in high demand in an expanding economy.

15. Work-integrated learning (WIL): The term WIL describes an approach to career-focused education that 
includes classroom-based and workplace-based forms of learning that are appropriate for the professional 
qualification. WIL is primarily intended to enhance student learning. It is a curricula and pedagogic method of 
integrating formal learning and workplace exposure. Innovative assessment forms including: action-learning, 
apprenticeships, cooperative education, experiential learning, practicum placements, problem-based learning 
and workplace learning. All are based on a common understanding of the importance of enabling students to 
integrate theoretical knowledge gained through formal study, with the practice-based knowledge gained through 
immersion in a work or professional context. 

16. Community colleges: Currently, community colleges refer to the merging of all 3250 Public Adult Learning 
Centres (PALC) nationally into one Administrative Community Learning Centre per Province regulated nation-
ally as is the case with TVET Colleges. These embryonic institutions will eventually grow into fully fledged 
community colleges where the central focus will be post-school institutions offering formal qualifications and 
non-formal courses aimed at serving the local community’s (often non-formal) educational needs. They usually 
have some degree of open access and remedial courses for those who dropped out of or did not succeed in 
the school system. Proponents of community-based education colleges argue that students will be more inter-
ested in the subjects and concepts being taught, and they will be more inspired to learn, if academic study is 
connected to concepts, issues, and contexts that are more familiar, understandable, accessible, or personally 
relevant to them.

17. Articulation: Articulation is a concept related to how flexibly the whole system of post-school education and 
training (PSET) functions, particularly the movement of students between differing sub-systems of the larger 
PSET system, for example, from the TVET Colleges into the Universities of Technology. In South Africa, a key 
articulation principle is for the PSET system to possess sufficient flexibility to facilitate the migration of learners, 
especially those who remain significantly disadvantaged through deeply embedded inequalities of opportuni-
ty. Globally, more equitable ET systems are based on the idea that every person has the right to access and 
engage in any form of learning suited to his/her personal, economic and community needs. Most articulation 
mechanisms are based on formal and informal institutional agreements between provider institutions to enable 
migration of learners. However, it also requires programmatic and curriculum articulation – for the learner to 
move from one level of learning to a higher level. Some of the mechanisms used to promote articulation include 
recognition of prior learning (RPL), credit accumulation and transfer schemes (CAT), and career and learning 
pathway planning.

18. Progression is a concept internal to curriculum development and assessment policy whereas articulation is 
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largely a system concept, defining how learners move from one part of the education system to another. Pro-
gression refers to the purposeful sequencing of teaching and learning in curricula across multiple developmental 
stages, ages and grade levels. It is a more limited version of articulation as it refers to the education journey that 
learners take from basic to more advanced skills. Progression, as with articulation, are both concerned about 
the rules and requirements for learner mobility from one level of competence to more advanced levels. 

CONCEPTS LINKED TO GOVERNANCE, THE ROLE OF THE STATE AND MARKET

19. Demand-led provision: A demand-led approach to skills development is one driven by a clear and highly re-
sponsive sense of the skill needs of an expanding economy (current needs, but more importantly, also future 
needs) and the specific requirements of employers. Skills development organisations will need to mobilise 
strong employer buy-in for the skills system. They need to get closer to employers by understanding their labour 
market requirements and the type of recruits they need. The demand-side is better managed with strong rela-
tions of trust between employers, government and skills providers. However, ‘demand’ is not a static condition 
of a market functioning in perfect equilibrium and where the views of employers is the only input into training. 
On the contrary, ‘demand’ arises from the choice’s employers make about product market, product strategy and 
technology, and how they choose to deploy and utilise skilled workers. These choices can be changed. For ex-
ample, South African employers tend to hold pejorative views of young first-time entrants into the labour market 
and prefer to employ more experienced workers. However, labour market intermediaries have been very effec-
tive globally and in South Africa in changing these employer views by offering ‘workplace socialisation’ services 
which help young people adapt to employer requirements for employment – through training, mentoring and 
offering after-care services. All of these dynamics comprise a complex ‘demand-side’.

20. Supply-side provision: A supply-side approach to skills development is the exact opposite of a demand-led 
strategy. Skills development policy in South Africa is largely supply-side driven (even though the rhetoric of 
official policy seeks to build a demand-led system). Skills policies in this approach have focused primarily upon 
boosting the supply of education and skills through publicly-funded investments as a route to competitiveness 
and productivity growth, as well as social inclusion and social mobility. The supply-side logic of this approach is 
flawed – a workforce increasingly educated and skilled does not necessarily lead to higher productivity levels, 
increased employment and economic growth. Such a shift up the value chain to adopt higher value-added, 
higher productivity and higher skill production strategies does not automatically occur simply because skill levels 
have been increased. Consensus in the skills literature today suggests that such a supply-side focus is insuffi-
cient. It needs to be complemented and led by a demand-side focus.

21. A developmental state: Historically, the idea a ‘developmental state’ generally refers to the model many of the 
East Asian nations pursued after the Second World War to rapidly modernise their economies. In these coun-
tries, the state set specific development goals and then single-mindedly mobilised society to achieve industrial 
modernisation. Key development and redistribution issues are not left to the whims of the so-called free market 
but are decided by a more interventionist state. It is highly dependent on a strong and capable public service us-
ing state-owned enterprises to effectively drive strategic investment initiatives. In a democracy, a developmental 
state would need to balance economic growth with social inclusion and development.

22. Intermediaries are public or private organisations that play an interlocutor role between two or more negotiat-
ing bodies. Often it is the state and employers who are struggling to find each other, see eye-to-eye and make 
agreements. Intermediaries often assist this process by having the expertise and ability to broker deals between 
these actors, often around a negotiating table, which lead to concrete programmes of action – training in this 
case.

23. ‘Brokerage’ is defined as the process of connecting actors (previously unconnected to each other) in systems 
of social, economic or political relations in order to facilitate access to valued resources. In addition, brokers 
help goods, information, opportunities, or knowledge flow across ‘gaps’. Brokers can also be ‘catalysts’ in the 
sense that they alter and increase the rate of interaction among actors who normally do not connect with each 
other in standard market relations.

24. Private providers: These providers have grown significantly across the globe in the TVET and HE space. In 
many post-school systems, the private component is now bigger than the public system. Many private providers 
offer excellent services of high quality, but governments worldwide seek to regulate the private provider sector 
to curb abuses and poor-quality provision. In all skills development and post-school systems, a healthy balance 
is required between the public and private systems.

25. Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs): One mechanism to establish an appropriate balance between private 
and public provision is through PPPs. Some have been established in South Africa, for example between lead-
ing multinational companies and TVET colleges, or between state-owned enterprises and Universities of Tech-
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nology. Such partnerships are good for skills development because the lead firms bring superior workshops and 
laboratories intro the partnership. TVET colleges or universities of technology would not be able to afford the 
state-of-the-art workshops that lead multinationals or state-owned enterprises set up for their own use.

26. Compliance: ‘Compliance’ is an approach to state governance, driven by the straightjacket of financial regula-
tion, where the emphasis in provision is narrowed down to deliver services based on what the financial regula-
tion prescripts demand – which are often quantitative performance targets set out by government programmes. 
Such compliance is an overly-legalistic reading of what a state must do – crudely interpreted by providers as the 
need to please the state auditors – whilst the complexities of ramping-up delivery and improving performance 
are not dealt with in any depth by more flexible and creative methods of regulation. In South Africa, state finan-
cial compliance has had many unintended consequences, with corruption not being controlled, but with creativ-
ity, innovation and flexibility in programme delivery being stifled.

27. Silo’s: One of the biggest problems in government attempts to coordinate multi-faceted issues and problems 
is the ‘silo effect’ – individual government departments becoming overly focused on the delivery of their specific 
service mandate at the expense of attention being given to the inter-dependencies between that mandate and 
other areas of social or economic policy. Such departments usually adopt a territorial or protective stance to-
wards their demarcated piece of social or economic delivery, disallowing other departments to have a ‘voice’ on 
the issue. Many big and complex social problems are therefore never resolved because they rely on several si-
multaneous interventions and triggers across several government departments (but who do not cooperate). The 
lack of alignment between skills development policy and industrial policy is a prime example of this silo effect.

CONCEPTS LINKED OT THE ECONOMY

28. SMMEs (small, medium and micro-enterprises) is in reality a broad categorisation of firms in the formal and in-
formal economies who employ less than 100 employees. The Small Business Development Act of 2004 defines 
4 categories within the SMME band: Survivalist enterprises earn less that the value added tax registration limit 
of R150, 000 per year. These informal firms lack formality in terms of registration and payment of tax. They 
include spaza shops, minibus taxis and household industries. They employ no more than 5 people. Very small 
enterprises operate in the formal market and employ fewer than 10 paid employees. Small enterprises employ 
up to 50 employees and are more sophisticated in terms of complex business practices. Medium enterprises 
employ up to 100 employees. Most firms in the first three categories do not participate in the skills system 
because their total payroll is less than R500 000 per annum.

29. Cooperatives exist in both the formal and informal economy in South Africa. A cooperative is an autonomous 
association of persons united voluntarily to meet their common economic, social, and cultural needs through 
a jointly-owned and democratically-controlled enterprise. Government and the trade unions seeks to support 
cooperatives amongst workers in the informal, rural and marginalised sectors of the economy. Support services 
include education and training, business advisory services and access to loans.

30. Alignment to industrial policy: NSDS III emphasised the need for skills polices to be aligned to industrial 
policies. Such alignment is critical because of the multiple inter-dependencies affecting the health of a par-
ticular economic sector. Skills improvement in that sector, acting on its own, will have little or no impact on that 
sectoral economy without a basket of other complementary industrial changes taking place – for example, 
employers consciously making choices to move up the value change to higher valued-added products, making 
use of modern technologies, acquiring incentives from government to grow the sectoral economy and export 
their products. 

CONCEPT LINKED TO SKILLS RESEARCH AND PLANNING

31. Manpower planning was an econometric forecasting methodology popular among Western development 
agencies in the 1970s and 1980s which sought to accurately predict current and future skills demands and the 
supply-side matching required. The method was critiqued in the 1990s because it ignored the wider social and 
structural context in which human capital emerges and the complexities of determining education’s impact on 
the economy. It assumes a highly simplistic correlation between increased investments in education leading to 
equivalent improvements in the economy. Nonetheless, econometric analyses of the labour market have contin-
ued to be a component of contemporary labour market planning processes, but alongside other methodologies 
such as qualitative studies of specific social contexts, for example, the demise of apprenticeship in various 
branches of manufacturing. Modern planning methodologies, particularly in development states and coordinat-
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ed market economies, use a wide range of instruments to understand trends in the labour market.

32. Graduate Destination Studies are a crucial means of assessing the effectiveness of education and training 
interventions. These surveys trace the pathway a graduate traverses from embarking on further studies, to com-
pletion of such study, to employment. These studies provide a proxy for employment rates in key segments of 
the economy, as well as providing a signal of the effectiveness of particular institutions in preparing graduates 
for work. These tracer studies are different from throughout studies because they focus only on successful 
graduates and usually do not look at the pathways of students who drop out or fail in their studies. Throughput 
studies start with the full cohort who registered at the launch of the educational programme and determine the 
number of students who then complete the programme in the minimum number of years. They are an effective 
means of determining the efficiency of institutions. For example, of the 2000 total university cohort in South Afri-
ca, only 50 percent had completed their three-year degrees after five years. This statistic flags a highly inefficient 
higher education system.

Appendix 2: Case study summary

Institutional mechanism: improved supply and demand research to inform planning 

Research chair 
partnerships

	 Focus: Evaluating five of a total of at least 20 Research Chair Partnerships funded by 
SETAs

	 Findings: a big increase in number of Masters and Doctoral bursaries in VET studies; 
positive feedback that VET research at universities now getting the attention it de-
serves

	 Challenges: the title Research Chair is a problem with NRF; also, clarity needed on 
promoting research and not short-term consultancy work

LMIP summary 	 Focus: evaluate the impact of the R70 million spent by DHET

	 Findings: the evaluation of LMIP concluded that it displayed a high degree of relevance 
and was received as such by stakeholders; the LMIP was evaluated to only have par-
tially met its skills forecasting and research capacity building objectives.
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Quality sector 
skills plans

	 Focus: what has been done to improve SSP quality?

	 Findings: a good deal has been done and the quality has improved

	 Learnings: Priority attention to quality plans- made a difference; specific actionable 
feedback to SETAs was acted on; good practice was highlighted – e.g. around current 
economic and industry data and all SETAs improved in this area.

Career guides 	 Focus: the extent to which Goal 4.8 was achieved

	 Findings: All SETAs have produced guides. The career guides provide technical infor-
mation based on labour market data. Careers paths can be tracked along qualifications 
pathways. SETAs have organised a wider range of career guidance activities, Such as 
exhibitions, workshops, seminars, outreach, roadshows, summits, conferences, col-
loquia, imbizos, career expos, collaboration with colleges, one-on-one meetings and 
campaigns. 

	 Learnings: SETAs met the first output under the goal 4.8, but the study states that the 
second output of goal 4.8 is more vague to pin down.

Vignette 	 FPMSETA Research Chair – A PhD student perspective; Seen positively in terms 
of generous bursary support. Limits of the partnership: (1) the FPM SETA felt that the 
partnership was not addressing the challenges of the firms in the SETAs; (2) From 
REAL’s perspective, the SETA expected PhDs to be completed in 3 years – which is 
an unrealistic requirement’ (3) On the part of the students, the limited interaction with 
firms hindering their ability to align and sharpen their analysis in relation to the realities 
of the industry.

Lower and middle level programmes and TVET College capacity
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TVET colleges 	 Focus: Undertook 4 college case studies – evidence of progress towards NSDS goals 
& pockets of credible programme delivery and partnerships.

	 Problems: Occupational programme delivery operates separately from Ministerial pro-
grammes. Both programme types must be seen as core college business; relations 
between Skills and TVET Branches within DHET continue to be a problem - too insular.

	 The challenges in TVET colleges very great: low levels of funding; outdated curricu-
lum; poor lecturer capacity; weak industry linkages; pressure to expand numbers in 
NCV and Nated progs.

	 Many important initiatives: turnaround strategy; function shift; recapitalisation; lecturer 
development, COS etc.

	 Examples of good progress being made; patchy and inconsistent; 20 000 people in 
occupational programmes (out of 700 000 total)

Artisan develop-
ment

	 Artisan development has been a big success story in NSDS III. 

	 The target of 10 000 a year has been exceeded by over 50%. But the training costs a 
great deal and low throughput and pass rates mean huge wastage. TVET colleges are 
now playing a substantial role in artisan development.

	 Most who qualify get jobs or can earn a living

	 Lessons: Identify priorities and promote them; a project approach works; employer role 
critical; must attend to whole pipeline to improve throughput and pass rates. 
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Private provid-
ers

	 Focus: Private provision assumed to be affected strongly since 2009 by Minister’s 
desire to restrict significant funds going to private providers rather than public training 
entities. This evaluation sought to measure the impact on private providers.

	 Findings: (1) Private providers have adapted strategy and now focus more on business 
organisational development and not merely training. (2) the registration of private pro-
viders is still an issue, although determined efforts by DHET are in place to finalise the 
system of registration.

Vignettes 	 Meadow Feeds Paarl: An Agri-sector animal feeds company. Trains 3-4 artisans a year 
(fitters and turners, electricians, millrights. Trains for own needs; good relationship with 
Northlink TVET College.

	 Chieta skills centre: 2013 partnership between Chieta and PG Glass resulted in the 
centre training local youth in occupational skills needed in glassmaking. Employers 
lead; learners get work experience; most are employed on completion.

	 FASSET-TVET Graduates: The prime purpose of the project was to assist students 
who have completed their N6 theory component at TVET colleges to do their 18-month 
practical. Since the inception of the programme between 300 and 480 students were 
funded per year. Students were recruited from financial management, business man-
agement, marketing management, HR management, and management assistant, from 
N4 to N6. The number of participating companies has increased over the years. The 
programme would previously partner with six companies and that has increased to 30 
companies which has shown interest. 

Higher level programmes and HE partnerships

Post graduate 
programmes

	 Focus: SETA-HE partnerships to support post-grad programmes

	 Findings: Effective and mutually beneficial partnerships and relationships are in place - 
particularly in the formation of over 20 research chairs; Focused strategic programmes 
that are sector and scarce- and critical-skill relevant. Large number of bursaries as well 
as research infrastructure.

	 Limits: Mechanisms to increase the placement of graduates in places of academic 
work needed; partnerships with previously disadvantaged universities is poor.
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R&D in forestry 
industry

	 Focus: Paper examines AgriSETA and FPMSETA initiatives in HE.

	 Findings: AgriSETA provided significant support across post-school system – a total of 
13,647 learners were enrolled whilst 11,275 learners were certificated. To remedy to 
the collapse of Agricultural colleges the AgriSETA allocated a sum of R6 million. Also, 
AgriSETA scholarships were awarded to 10 Extension Officers, studying B Agric Hon 
at the University of Pretoria. 

	 The FMPSETA set up Centers of Excellence at the DUT and CPUT focusing on cloth-
ing, textiles and design. 

	 These have all been important to support R&D capabilities in Agriculture and fibre 
beneficiation.

	 Challenges: There are pipeline blockages that prevent learners from completing their 
study programmes. 

The demise of 
TVET in higher 
education

	 Focus: demise of an applied technological or ‘polytechnic’ education in SA’s universi-
ties of technology

	 Findings: This demise comes as tertiary TVET provision (NQF levels 5 and 6) has be-
come more important now than ever before. The shift to tertiary TVET is a response to 
the demand for higher-order applied skills which only a degree-awarding polytechnic 
sector can provide. This shift witnesses an end to the prioritisation of secondary TVET 
at the school and college levels.

	 Data on SA UoT sector suggests a sector which is relatively stagnant with slow growth 
rates in key tertiary TVET areas. Given this slow growth, South Africa will not be able 
to ramp-up its provision of tertiary TVET as has occurred elsewhere

Programmes targeting youth: literacy, work experience and employability

P r o g r a m m e s 
targeting youth

	 Focus: on two case studies: the Eskom, Siemens and HWSETA’s safety, health, en-
vironment, risk management and quality (SHERQ) project, and the Monyetla Work 
Readiness call centre Programme.

	 Findings: Several success factors which offer potential for replicability. These being: 
(1) Work-based learning; (2) Effective public-private mutually beneficial partnerships; 
(3) Passionate and committed individuals to drive through projects; (4) Programme 
sustainability and scalability

	 Challenges: employers favour employing those with work experience; also, rural ver-
sus urban location an issue - with youth living outside centres of economic activity 
finding it more of struggle to seek and retain employment
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Vignettes 	 Fasset TVET college graduate internships. TVET college Business Management 
Nated programme. Fasset funded large companies such as Deloitte and KPMG to take 
graduates for 18 months. Exposed to a variety of high-level work 

	 Tshepo 1 Million: providing internships, skills training and entrepreneurship support 
to a million young people, Tshepo 1 million is a major provincial programme supporting 
NSDS goals. The linkages with the skills system are not strong and it shows the chal-
lenges that exist in cross sector or provincial projects.

	 Linking training to EPWP. The George Eco-furniture project run by SANPARKS mon-
ey to use alien wood to build schools desks and chairs. Excellent conception of a proj-
ect, but not commercially viable as currently run.

	 War on Leaks: The War on Leaks programme was launched in 2015 by the Depart-
ment of Water and Sanitation in collaboration with Rand Water, aimed at assisting 
municipalities with fixing water leaks through essential skills of artisans, water agents 
and plumbers of unemployed South African youth. The Project was targeted at training 
15 000 youth over a period of five years across three training disciplines through the 
EWSETA. Phase 1 was highly successful whilst phase 2 proved problematic. 

Improved industry and company competitiveness

Employed work-
er training

	 Focus: case study of FASSET and the financial sector, and specifically, the training 
provided in three financial firms – one large, one medium sized, and the third a small 
business. A private training provider was also case studied.

	 Findings and challenges: (1)training of employed workers the most neglected area in 
the skills system – know little about what training takes place and its impact (2) training 
of employed workers should become a more strategic component of firm’s business 
strategies.

Vignettes 	 TETA artisan RPL programme. 270 workers - Welder; Boilermaker; Fitter; Fitter & 
Turner; Electrician; Electric Fitter, Spray-Painter, Vehicle Body Builder, Refrigeration 
Mechanics & Spray-Painter. 97% pass rate. 

Small enterprises, community based and rural skills development

Services SETA 
SME support

	 SSETA has spent many hundreds of millions on New Venture Creation learnerships 
and other interventions to support the establishment of small businesses

	 Limited evidence of achieving sustainable enterprises. 

	 Conclusion: training programmes are not sufficient to determine business sustainabil-
ity. This requires access to finance; stronger linkages to industry to ensure content 
relevance and access to placements, as well as integrating entrepreneurship modules 
into a number of programmes. 

	 SSETA has committed R1.5 billion to developing a small enterprise academy. 
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Community part-
nerships

	 Two case studies have been identified – one SETA funded, the other funded by other 
sources

	 The Fasset ‘Work-Based Experience’ project - established to equip students with N6 
Certificates with work based practical experience and also to build the capacity of 
the TVET colleges as partners with SETAs and employer and private providers. 106 
students were tracked to provide feedback on the project by Fasset. It was found that 
69% of the students were employedThe ‘Amanzi for Food’ project - a collaboration 
between the Water Research Commission, Rhodes University, an agricultural college 
and NGOs – helped rural people harvest rainwater and improve food security in these 
poor communities and developed pedagogic skills of college lecturers. Won NGO proj-
ect of the year award in 2017. 

Vignettes 	 Bakgatla Ba Kgafela Media Centre. With few rurally based media employers this is a 
project initiated by a committed industry trainer. MICT SETA funds programmes on vid-
eo editing, studio management, video production and camera operation at NQF level 
4. Many of those trained obtained work but not locally. They obtained work in Gauteng 
where the employers are located.

	 Sew Southern Africa. FPM SETA funded a programme for unemployed rural women 
to learn to sew garments. The programme was well received but none of those trained 
were able to obtain work or earn a livelihood. There is a need for training to be linked 
to income generating work and support measures for emerging enterprises. Training 
in itself is not enough.

A more capable and developmental state

Public service 	 There is evidence of a seemingly large amount of training that has been funded or 
facilitated between 2011 and 2016. The percentage spent of the 1% ring-fenced for 
training in the public service over the five-year period is averaging at 50%. Over the 
five years, of the R1.847 trillion salaries budget, R9.528 billion was spent. However, 
this does not include the 30% of the ringfenced 1% that was potentially transferred to 
line department SETAs from 2013/14.

	 A number of SETAs working in the public service sector have conducted impact studies 
and tracer studies, including ETDP SETA and H&W SETA, and the findings are gener-
ally positive in relation to impact on the individuals and the workplace.

	 The public service has contributed to achieving some of the NSDS III outputs that are 
not specific to the public service. For example, there is an output that seeks to expand 
workplace learning, and another to assist graduates with work experience.

	 However, the period 2011-2016 was one of many changes in the public service and 
given these, it is too early to discuss the extent to which the goal of building a capable 
and development state has been achieved. 

Skills develop-
ment in state 
owned enter-
prises

	 Eskom: used to train up to 10 000 people each year, mainly artisans. This has reduced 
to 500 a year. With the Eskom Training Academy and 400 sites this is an under-utilisa-
tion of resources

	 R33b wage bill. R300m to EWSETA. Eskom would like to see this money used better 
to expand its role in training. 

	 On the other hand, historically, Eskom employed 100% of those trained. In recent 
years cost cutting has meant only 50% absorption. 
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Transformation: 
Disability

	 Based on the 2016 Community Survey, the national disability prevalence rate is 7.7 per 
cent, which is an increase from the 2011 Census (7.4 per cent).

	 proportion of the disabled aged 5-24 not attending an educational institution increased 
by 8 percentage points from 20.4 per cent to 28 per cent, between 2011-2016.

	 People living with disabilities are grossly under-represented at the Top management 
level (1.2 per cent), Senior management level (1.1 per cent), Professionally qualified 
level (0.9 per cent), Semi-skilled level (0.8 per cent) and the unskilled level (0.8 per 
cent). 

	 Between 2011/12-2015/16, the proportion of people living with disabilities enrolled in 
learning programmes was 1.5%, of which Internships were at 0.8%, Learnerships at 
3.0%, Skills programmes were at 0.4% and Artisan programmes at 1.7%

	 The highest proportion of enrolments for people living with disabilities are at NQF level 
2 at 2.2%, this is followed by NQF level 1 at 1.9% and NQF level 3 at 1.7% 

	 The SETA that had the highest proportion of people with disabilities is the SSETA at 
2.9%, this is followed by BankSETA and CHIETA at 2.5%, respectively. FASSETA and 
SASSETA had the lowest proportion at 0.1% each.

Industrial                    
strategy:                                   
Saldanha Bay 
IDZ

	 Education and training institutions were under-prepared to facilitate the production of 
the required labour force. 

	 The SBIDZC encouraged the establishment of private providers for engineering skills 
training which were not offered at the TVET college. From the onset, the SBIDZC 
sought to facilitate partnerships with and the involvement of key stakeholders. 

	 Training started in 2014. Since then, the SBIDZC has successfully rolled-out a number 
of basic and advanced skills programmes. Training was made possible with funding 
received from merSETA (main funder) CHIETA and DTI’s SEZ Fund.

	 In total, 595 learners were trained of which 364 were trained in occupations that have 
also been identified as being SIPs Priority Occupations. A further total of 231 learners 
were trained in other non-engineering specialised and advanced programmes. 

	 The SBIDZ has adopted an exit strategy that, upon completion of their training, learn-
ers can choose to enrol for advanced training programmes, transit straight into the 
labour market or venture into business via the company’s Enterprise Development 
Project 
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SIPS: Medu-
pi-Lephalale

	 Eskom developed a comprehensive plan for skills linked to Medupi: 3000 artisans; the 
establishment of a training centre on the TVET college site, funded by Marion Roberts; 
employment of those trained in Medupi; obligations on contractors to train and employ; 
stakeholder partnerships.

	 By 2015 400 were trained and qualified as artisans: welders, pipe fitters, fitters, rig-
gers; steel erectors and boilermakers. 714 by 2018. Many more trained in shorter 
programmes at the college and in the centre.

	 Some challenges in formalising centre’s absorption into the college. Employment not 
tracked – belief that most of those trained were employed but no records. 

Brokering role 
of SETAs

	 Focus: brokerage role as an intermediary between training providers and employers 

	 Findings: to do brokerage successfully, SETAs will require a whole new set of skills: (1)
labour market research; (2) Sector ‘embedded’ expertise; (4) Leaders who can cross 
boundaries and link disconnected groups; (5) Customise training for employer needs; 
(6) Provide a mobilising ‘vision’

Cross-cutting

Green skills 	 Focus: 4 case studies will be presented that provide concrete empirical examples of 
how SETAs (and in one case a non-profit organisation in partnership with the NSF) 
have responded to the green skills imperative.

	 Findings: The WWF/NSF internship programme is a good reflection of a best practice 
targeting highly skilled occupation as and competent post graduates. The LGSETA and 
CHIETA projects were largely research projects engaged with the concept of green 
skills and a green economy.

	 Constraints: The urgency and importance of green issues not fully recognised yet 
across entire set of SETAs.

NQF: Access, 
articulation and 
RPL

	 INSETA brokered partnership between UWC and five colleges in the Western Cape 
to provide the NQF Level 5 Certificate in Wealth Management – a scarce skill in the 
insurance sector. 

	 UWC School of Business and Finance mapped the INSETA NQF level 5 Certificate 
to the B. Commerce undergraduate degree. QCTO and CHE being engaged. Shows 
how articulation is possible in targeted programmes and where there is collaboration. 
However, it also shows the complexities involved in achieving the NQF principle of 
articulation. Resources are needed to achieve this. 
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Transforma-
tion: Disability

§ Based on the 2016 Community Survey, the national disability prevalence rate is 7.7 per 
cent, which is an increase from the 2011 Census (7.4 per cent).

§ proportion of the disabled aged 5-24 not attending an educational institution increased by 
8 percentage points from 20.4 per cent to 28 per cent, between 2011-2016.

§ People living with disabilities are grossly under-represented at the Top management lev-

(0.9 per cent), Semi-skilled level (0.8 per cent) and the unskilled level (0.8 per cent). 

§ Between 2011/12-2015/16, the proportion of people living with disabilities enrolled in 
learning programmes was 1.5%, of which Internships were at 0.8%, Learnerships at 
3.0%, Skills programmes were at 0.4% and Artisan programmes at 1.7%

§ The highest proportion of enrolments for people living with disabilities are at NQF level 2 
at 2.2%, this is followed by NQF level 1 at 1.9% and NQF level 3 at 1.7% 

§ The SETA that had the highest proportion of people with disabilities is the SSETA at 
2.9%, this is followed by BankSETA and CHIETA at 2.5%, respectively. FASSETA and 
SASSETA had the lowest proportion at 0.1% each.

I n d u s t r i a l 
strategy: Sal-
danha Bay IDZ

§ Education and training institutions were under-prepared to facilitate the production of the 
required labour force. 

§ The SBIDZC encouraged the establishment of private providers for engineering skills 

to facilitate partnerships with and the involvement of key stakeholders. 

§ Training started in 2014. Since then, the SBIDZC has successfully rolled-out a number 
of basic and advanced skills programmes. Training was made possible with funding re-
ceived from merSETA (main funder) CHIETA and DTI’s SEZ Fund.

§ In total, 595 learners were trained of which 364 were trained in occupations that have 

were trained in other non-engineering specialised and advanced programmes. 

§ The SBIDZ has adopted an exit strategy that, upon completion of their training, learners 
can choose to enrol for advanced training programmes, transit straight into the labour 
market or venture into business via the company’s Enterprise Development Project 

For electronic copy of this Report visit
www.nationalkillsauthority.org.za 
or call 012 312 4209
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