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Glossary of Terms 

Beneficiaries A group of individuals who benefit from government developmental programmes 

set for skills development, job creation and business development.
Business owners Individuals who run SMMEs and cooperatives in any economic sector and are 

funded by the NSF for skills development (NSF, 2019).
Community-Based 

Initiatives 

These are national public works programmes that aim to provide poverty and 

income relief through temporary work for the unemployed and the poor to carry 

out socially useful activities. Importantly, CBIs are excluded from formal apprentice-

ships, learnerships, bursaries, etc.
Cooperative An independent association of persons who join forces to meet their economic, 

social and cultural needs and aspirations through a jointly-owned enterprise, 

organised and operated on cooperative principles (CIPC, 2020).
Learners Individuals who acquire skills through SMME and cooperative skills development 

initiatives. According to Seda (2017) and NSF (2018), these learners are unemployed 

youth who become trainers (i.e. Entrepreneurial Development Practitioners [EDPs] 

or business coaches) of SMMEs and cooperatives in skills development initiatives 

such as the Basic Entrepreneurial Skills Development (BESD) programme, Therapeuo 

Training, and Tsiku Training Consultancy.
Priority occupations Occupations that have been identified as in demand by various information sources, 

including the Strategic Integrated Projects (SIPs), or indicated to be in demand by 

the DHET’s list of the top 100 occupations in demand.
Rural areas These areas are deemed to be all municipalities of South Africa, except for eight 

Metropolitan Municipalities:

•	 Buffalo City Metropolitan Municipality (MM)

•	 City of Cape Town MM

•	 City of Johannesburg MM

•	 City of Tshwane MM

•	 Ekurhuleni MM

•	 eThekwini MM (Durban area)

•	 Mangaung MM (Bloemfontein area)

•	 Nelson Mandela Bay MM (Port Elizabeth/Uitenhage areas)

Rural skills Skills associated with workplace and occupational profiles in any economic/industrial 

sectors in rural areas but also skills development for people coming from rural areas
Small, medium and micro 

enterprises

Separate and distinct business entities, non-governmental organisations, managed 

by one owner or more which, including its branches or subsidiaries, if any, is predomi-

nantly carried on in any sector or sub-sector of the economy (LGSETA, 2016).
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Introduction

The landscape of the Post-School Education and Training (PSET) comprises various institutions and organisations 

that can be broadly divided into education and training provision, regulation, advisory, and planning and 

facilitating. Within the PSET system, the planning and facilitation role lies with the National Skills Fund (NSF) and 

Sector Education and Training Authorities (SETAs), where the former is mandated to fund various solicited and 

unsolicited projects identified as national priorities or which contribute to the achievement of skills development 

objectives set by government.

The 2019/2020 financial year ended the five-year strategic plan period of the NSF, which started in 2015/2016. 

The completion of the strategic planning period provided an ideal opportunity to reflect on the performance of 

the NSF during the years between 2015/2016 and 2019/2020 to inform future funding decisions and improve the 

alignment, efficiency and effectiveness of the NSF PSET system-related interventions.

In light of the above, the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) and National Skills Authority (NSA) 

initiated a study to assess the impact of the NSF during the period between 2015/2016 and 2019/2020. Following 

a tender process, Urban-Econ Development Economists and Mzabalazo Advisory Services were appointed to 

conduct the evaluation. The evaluation was undertaken during the period between April 2020 and February 2021. 

This report represents the output of this exercise.

This report presents the integrated findings of the NSF evaluation that seeks to identify and trace the impact of 

the NSF interventions as a catalytic fund with regard to beneficiaries of education, training, and skills develop-

ment programmes over the period between 2015/2016 and 2019/2020; and to determine the extent to which 

the NSF funding has created or increased the response (catalysed) of the PSET system to address (develop and 

maintain) skills that are in demand in the country.

Approach and Methodology 

A theory-based, mixed-methods participatory evaluation design was employed for the evaluation, where both 

quantitative and qualitative methods were used. The evaluation also incorporated the elements of the contribu-

tion analysis that allowed for the recreation and verification of the organisation’s theory of change and exploring 

the attribution through assessment of the contribution the NSF made towards specific results.  As part of the 

mixed-method design, both method triangulation and data triangulation were employed. 

The Terms of Reference (TOR) prescribed the evaluation to cover the period between 2015/2016 and 2018/2019. 

However, since the evaluation’s data gathering and analysis stage started after the end of the 2019/2020 financial 

year, the study considered benefits derived from interventions that spanned from 2015/2016 up to the end of the 

2019/2020 financial year.

A literature review was undertaken to inform the formulation of the problem statement and set the context for 

the evaluation. The purpose of the literature review was also to uncover existing knowledge pertaining to the 

study and objectives to be undertaken and to build on this knowledge. The literature review included published 

literature and statistical databases on the labour force, skills development, PSET system, and worker education. 
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In addition to the literature review, the evaluation consulted with the strategic documents and legislation, as 

well as perused various reports and databases produced by the NSF during the review period. The latter included 

Annual Reports, Annual Performance Plans, Strategic Plans, Quarterly Reports, expenditure performance reviews, 

briefing notes, learner and project databases, as well as financial performance data.  

Primary data were gathered targeting sources such as the NSF, partner organisations, learning institutions, 

learners, and service providers. Three validation workshops were held to recreate the Theory of Change as 

implemented in practice and over 30 key informant interviews were conducted. An online survey targeting 43 

learning institutions was held and completed by 12 respondents, representing a 28% response rate. Interviews 

with 42 top students of Ditsela and Workers College were conducted, and a retrospective longitudinal study of 6 

276 learners was completed. 

Information gathered through various sources was integrated using the method of data triangulation. The 

integration of the data culminated in drawing conclusions and providing answers to the evaluation questions, 

which in turn informed the formulation of recommendations.

Key Findings of the Literature Review

Over the analysed period, the annual unemployment rate in the country grew from 26.4% in 2015:Q1 to 30.1% 

in 2020:Q1 (Statistics SA, 2021). Statistics SA (2021) suggests that among those unemployed in the country in 

2015:Q1 and 2020:Q1, only 9.3% and 10.4% were individuals who have obtained a post-school qualification 

(diploma, certificate or degree), respectively. 

The persistently high rate of unemployed in the country, which has been observed for over a decade, is associated 

with structural unemployment caused by the mismatch between the demand and supply of skills. The issue of 

unemployment in the country, though, goes beyond the trivial mismatch between supply and demand for skills. A 

more granular examination of the composition of unemployed in the country reveals that the youth and the rural 

population experience particular challenges when competing for employment positions. Furthermore, research 

shows that the skills development needs of SMMEs and co-operatives, who have been identified as the epicentre 

of economic development and employment growth, have not been met in the country (HRDC, 2013).

The responsibility for addressing the skills development needs in the country lies with the PSET system, which 

consists of “all education and training provision for those who have completed school, those who did not 

complete their schooling, and those who never attended school.” After the advent of democracy in 1994, the PSET 

system underwent many changes aimed at expanding access through the creation of more diverse education and 

training opportunities, as well as dismantling discriminatory institutional arrangements (DHET, 2019a). Regardless 

of the many changes instituted since 1994, several challenges have persisted, including the institutional and 

spatial discrimination due to underfunding, imbalance in the PSET system due to sector-based allocation of 

resources, weak linkages between employers and the education system, and unsatisfactory quality of education 

offered in PSET institutions. 

Tasked to provide funding for, and thus enabling, the implementation of various initiatives, activities, and 

programmes that support attainment of government objectives and priorities linked to the skilling of the nation, 

the NSF was well-positioned to address the above-mentioned challenges during the period under review.  



X
NSF RECREATED THEORY OF CHANGE FOR 2015/2016 – 2019/2020

During the period under analysis, the NSF pursued two 

programmes, i.e. funding skills development (Programme 

1) and NSF business excellence (Programme 2). The former 

focused on external stakeholders and comprised sub-pro-

grammes such as (a) education and training that dealt with 

funding of skills development (including Worker Educa-

tion); (b) PSET system development and capacity building 

that focused on expansion, integration, and improvement 

of effectiveness of the PSET system; (c) skills infrastructure 

development; and (d) skills development research, innova-

tion and communication. The ultimate goal that the NSF 

aimed to achieve, as illustrated in Figure ES-1, was to “con-

tribute towards reducing inequality and poverty among 

the households of the funded unemployed beneficiaries 

(including those in rural areas and among communities) 

and Small Medium and Micro Enterprises (SMME)/cooper-

ative owners and managers”. 

The funded learners, 
especially those from rural 
areas and the youth, who 

were previously unemployed 
or are first entrants into 

the labour market, acquire 
employment (or self- 

employment) within two 
years AND 

benefiting SMMEs and 
cooperatives, especially 
those from rural areas, 

increasing their revenue 
and create new employment 

opportunities

Fund education and training to develop 
skills in priority occupations, skills of 
SMMEs and cooperatives, and skills 

for community-based initiatives, while 
prioritising initiatives in rural areas

Fund and manage 
(where required) projects 
and initiatives to expand 
skills infrastructure and 
grow the education and 

training capacity and 
breadth of the system; 
as well as fund RDI to 

enable better PSET 
system planning and 

policy formulation

Fund 
constituency capacity building 

and related research and 
education of worker 

representatives

South Africa will have access to a skilled and capable 
workforce for an inclusive growth path

PSET system 
becoming 

more efficient, 
integrated and 

expanded

Enabling 
meaningful  

contribution 
towards  

implementation 
of HRDSSA II 
and NSDS Ill

Enabling 
workers to 

make strong 
case for SE 

improvement 
in workplace 
and engage 
in national 

debates

The NSF contributing towards reducing inequality and poverty among the households of the funded 
unemployed beneficiaries (including those in rural areas and among communities) and SMME/cooper

Improvement of the standard of living of learners and their households

Make use of finances, HR, ICT and assets to build internal capacity and capability of the NSF

Sk
ill
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Figure ES-1:Summary of the NSF Theory of Change

The change that was required to derive the ultimate goal 

is the creation of “a skilled and capable workforce for an 

inclusive growth path” that will enable the improvement of 

the standard of living of learners and their households. This 

outcome was envisaged to be achieved by the NSF focusing 

on three critical areas, namely the PSET system, the skills 

development programmes, and workers education, where:

•	 The focus on the PSET system involved funding and 

managing of projects that were aimed at building the 

capacity of the system and improving its integration 

and effectiveness; 

•	 The focus on skills development involved the provision 

of funds to enable learners, SMMEs and cooperatives, 

especially those from rural areas, to attain and improve 

the skills that would increase their employability and 

businesses’ growth prospects; and

•	 The focus on workers education involved funding of 

training the workers, research, and constituency capac-

ity building to enable, among others, the participation 

of workers in various policy debates and more mean-

ingful contribution of constituencies in the formulation 
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and implementation of skills development and human 

resource development objectives of the country.   

The recreated Theory of Change as implemented in 

practice points to a high dependency of the NSF pur-

sued external outcomes related to the expansion and 

integration of the PSET system, skills development, and 

education of workers on the effectiveness and efficiency 

of its organisational environment. It implies a reliance of 

the success of skills development interventions on the 

progress made with respect to integration and expansion 

of the PSET system, which was to be enabled by the NSF 

funding and dependent on the capacity and capability 

of its partner organisations. The recreated causal links 

emphasised that the success of the NSF with respect to 

the achievement of its strategic objectives was premised 

on the entire PSET system working in a coordinated 

manner and each stakeholder being well-equipped and 

positioned to implement its own mandate. 

Key Evaluation Findings

RELEVANCE AND COHERENCE 
The evaluation confirmed that the recreated Theory of Change as it was implemented in practice was well-aligned 

with the priorities and objectives outlined in overarching strategic and policy documents such as National 

Development Plan (NDP) 2030, National Growth Path (NGP), Industrial Policy Action Plan (IPAP), and Medium-Term 

Strategic Framework (MTSF). It also confirmed the relevance of the objectives pursued by the NSF during the 

2015/2016-2019/2020 period and their coherence with the National Skills Development Strategy (NSDS) III Theory 

of Change. The NSF was well-positioned to play a critical role in the realisation of the NSDS III vision and delivering 

on its priorities, and, thus, “cause an important change” or be a catalyst. However, the evaluation emphasised that 

the NSF was not responsible for enabling all the preconditions that would lead to the attainment of NSDS III goals 

or impacts, which reinforced the importance of other PSET stakeholders in delivering on the NSDS III objectives. 

Having said this, the evaluation found that the NSF was well-positioned to support targeted and evidence-based 

capability and capacity building of PSET stakeholders to advance it towards the attainment of the White Paper on 

Post-School Education and Training (WP-PSET) vision.  

EFFECTIVENESS 
The evaluation concluded that the NSF showed varied levels of effectiveness with respect to the attainment of its 

strategic objectives and pursued outcomes. 

During the period under analysis, the NSF fell short of becoming a well-capacitated organisation. Notable strides 

have been made to transform the organisation into an effective and efficient entity, which was evident from the 

establishment of new units and functions. However, its reliance on the DHET to execute its Human Resource 

Management (HRM) functions has continued, while progress with respect to the move from a paper-based to 

an integrated digitised system was slow. By the end of the period under review, the NSF had 63 of 155 funded 

positions vacant and continued making use of a paper-based system, which negatively influenced its productivity 

and performance with respect to its core mandate. Indeed, the evaluation found that due to the above constraints 

staff often took longer to complete certain tasks, while some directorates were not able to execute certain key 

functions as required. 

Extended duration of project approvals, delays in payments, heavily constrained project execution monitoring, 

and limited internal research capability were among the main consequences of the capacity challenges experi-

enced by the NSF during the period under review. 

These are among the root causes that led to the dropouts of learners from programmes, the late start and delayed 

completion of projects aimed at PSET system development, and the inability of the NSF to steer skills development 

and PSET system expansion to better respond to the need of the economy, industries and learners. 

Despite the internal capacity constraints, the evaluation found that the NSF has played a critical role in catalysing 

the PSET system development by providing funding towards the expansion of learning and training capacities of the 

PSET system and its skills infrastructure.
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It was noted that the progress could have been even greater were the partner organisations, and particularly the 

DHET, not experienced capacity constraints that often hampered their ability to execute projects. The NSF’s biggest 

achievement during the period under review could be argued to have been the enablement of skills development of 

137 019 learners.

It should be noted though that it is not possible to determine how many of these individuals have in the past already 

benefited from skills development programmes and how many are first-time PSET learners. Nonetheless, while 36% 

of the funded learners became employed within two years of completing the training, the staggering 47% who 

could not find jobs points to the need to continue aligning the skills programmes offered with the skill needs of the 

employers to increase the employability of learners. The case for continued support by the NSF of skills development 

in the country, however, is made by the majority of funded learners who became employed attributing their skills 

development interventions to finding employment, becoming self-employed or progressing their career.

The NSF contribution towards enabling the training and education of workers is also notable, with the over-

whelming perception of workers that courses at Ditsela and Workers College shifted their knowledge, enabled 

them to better perform their Trade Union functions and helped them grow the confidence needed to take on the 

complex set of duties and responsibilities they are expected to perform. However, the success with respect to 

worker education in general, which, besides training and education of workers, includes constituency capacity 

building and advocacy (CCBA) for Trade Unions and research for worker education, is more difficult to evaluate 

due to the little evidence of benefits derived from these activities.

EFFICIENCY AND SUSTAINABILITY 
The NSF achievements during the 2015/2016-2019/2020 period were made well within the financial prescripts 

defined by the legislation. However, the evaluation found that to improve its effectiveness and achieve greater 

value for money in its interventions, the NSF would need to increase its human resource capacity and complete 

the transformation into the integrated digitised system. Such improvement will increase the operating expenses 

of the organisation but will still be within the 10% threshold defined by the Skills Development Act (SDA). What is 

more concerning is the continuous deficit that the organisation has been operating at and the sharp depletion of 

its reserves. 

While No Fee Increase was undoubtedly the biggest contributor to the decline in its reserves from R11.2 billion 

at the start of the period under review to R6.5 billion by the end of the analysed period, the increasing deficit 

trend post the No Fee Increase period could deplete the outstanding reserves in the next five-year period if not 

addressed. The risk of such a trend persisting is increased by the challenging economic situation in the country, 

which is likely to reduce the NSF revenue streams while also putting pressure on the organisation to strengthen 

its skills development interventions in lieu of a sharp increase in unemployment rate in the country. The risk 

also lies in possible increases in expenditure beyond the expenses associated with building its internal capacity. 

Some of the infrastructure that was built using funds of the NSF appears to remain as an asset of the NSF, rather 

than be captured in the books of the institution that hosts the infrastructure. This puts additional financial strain 

on the NSF to maintain such infrastructure, which has not been an intention of the Fund. Ensuring that assets 

are timeously transferred to the hosting party, which also takes a responsibility for its maintenance, is also an 

important precondition for continued sustainability of the Fund.

EFFECTS 
The NSF spent R10.5 billion on skills development that produced 137 019 individuals who completed training 

during the analysed period. Considering the profile of the funded learners, the NSF has thus reached approximate-

ly 1.4% of the unemployed and 0.11% of the employed1 in the country during the analysed period.  The societal 

benefits pursued through the NSF funding are multidimensional. While quantifying the societal net benefit was 

not possible within the ambient of the current study, research of the costs and benefits of Vocational Education 

and Training (VET) in Australia suggested that at the level of the economy, funding of VET provides a substantial 

return on investment, largely attributed to the increased employability of learners (Griffin, 2016).

1 Assuming an average number of employed and unemployed between 2015:Q1 and 2020:Q1
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 At the industry level, the benefits were found to be context-specific and vary sector-by-sector and busi-

ness-by-business (Griffin, 2016). However, it was found that manufacturing businesses, where training was highly 

specific, experienced high returns on investment (Griffin, 2016). Benefits such as reduced absenteeism and labour 

attribution were among the non-monetary benefits derived from VET in Australia (Griffin, 2016).

Lastly, the investigations into the returns on investment at an individual level suggested that such returns were 

higher for individuals who pursued advanced diplomas and diplomas. Besides the monetary benefits, individuals 

also experienced increases in self-esteem, self-confidence, and overall wellbeing (Griffin, 2016). While the 

socio-economic environment in South Africa differs from that in Australia, it is safe to assume that the nature of 

benefits derived from improved employability will be universal for both countries. It may carry different signifi-

cance ratings and returns given the varied context; however, it is clear that from a societal perspective, benefits 

derived from investments into post-school education and training justify continued investments into such 

activities. Indeed, the tracer study conducted as part of the evaluation which sought to understand the attribution 

of the NSF funding towards the employment of learners and the impact on their livelihoods and the livelihoods of 

theory households corroborated the benefits described by Griffin (2016) at the individual level. 

Of those who completed training, 36% were employed within two years after completion and most of them 

indicated that the skills gained during the training assisted them in performing their jobs. Investments in skills 

development need to be effective to bring about optimal returns. As indicated through the tracer study, 47% of 

the learners who completed training did not find employment. This coupled with the fact that at least a third of 

individuals who were employed following the completion of their training perceived the quality of training provided 

and skills acquired not sufficient to assist in their jobs, points to the mismatch of quality and relevance of training 

acquired by individuals. This in turn suggests that the PSET system in South Africa is not working optimally.  

Concluding Remarks and Recommendations 

The evaluation study found that the NSF has set a big task for the period under review and, considering that it 

has been operating at a limited capacity, it can be commended for the achieved outputs and operating far below 

the prescripts of the legislated threshold of 10%. However, the challenges that hampered the organisation and 

constraints observed among the partner organisations indicate the need to improve its internal systems and 

capabilities while strengthening the capacity of its partners. 

The following table contains a list of recommendations aimed to address the identified gaps and weaknesses in 

the system and bolster the NSF’s ability to effectively and efficiently deliver on its objectives.

Table ES 1: proposed recommendations grouped by a timeline of implementation

Implementation 
timeline Recommendation

Immediate •	 R1: The DHET to allow and support the NSF to establish a fully-functioning 

self-sufficient HRM directorate 

•	 R3: The NSF to speed up the transition towards the integrated digitised system

•	 R7: The NSF to clarify and, if necessary, revise the definition of a “rural area”

•	 R17: The NSF to institute a change management process

•	 R21: The NSF to improve its relationship with SETAs for better working dynamics 

pertaining to what informs occupations and skills identified as scarce and in 

high demand
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Immediate to short term •	 R5: The NSF to adopt the Theory of Change for the upcoming medium-term 

framework 

•	 R14: The NSF to observe the objectives of the region in planning and approving 

specific skills development interventions

•	 R16: The NSF to timeously transfer assets that have been built using its funding 

to the hosting institutions to avoid spending on maintenance of the said 

infrastructure and increase its expenses that could jeopardise its sustainability
Immediate to short term •	 R5: The NSF to adopt the Theory of Change for the upcoming medium-term 

framework 

•	 R14: The NSF to observe the objectives of the region in planning and approving 

specific skills development interventions

•	 R16: The NSF to timeously transfer assets that have been built using its funding 

to the hosting institutions to avoid spending on maintenance of the said 

infrastructure and increase its expenses that could jeopardise its sustainability
Short term •	 R2: The NSF to fill vacancies of funded positions to become a well-capacitated 

organisation and enable it to fully execute its functions

•	 R6: The NSF to strengthen the monitoring and evaluation framework by revising 

performance measures and associated technical indicators

•	 R8: The NSF to clearly define the boundaries applicable to SO6 (An expanded, 

effective and integrated PSET system) and SO7 (Skills infrastructure development)
 •	 R9: Clearly define boundaries between Worker Education and CCBA for Trade 

Unions by ensuring that CCBA for Trade Unions (under SO8) is reported separate-

ly from Workers Education (SO5) (short-term)

•	 R12: The NSF to set up a system of skills development programme costs for 

benchmarking and improved target setting

•	 R13: The NSF to improve planning of projects and programmes by strengthening 

its research capacity

•	 R15: The NSF and NSA to engage on and review funding policies with respect 

to covering workshop expenses and salary payments linked to CCBA for Trade 

Unions

•	 R18: The NSF to review and improve its project onboarding processes separating 

between solicited and unsolicited bids

•	 R20: The NSF to prioritise capacitation of the DHET and NSA involved in imple-

mentation of its funded projects

•	 R22: The NSF, the DHET and Quality Councils to review funded learning pro-

grammes in terms of their duration to better align with the industries’ needs and 

to reduce drop-out rates

•	 R23: The NSF should strengthen the relationship with Quality Council for Trades 

and Occupations (QCTO) and provide support to ensure that programme 

close-out and the certification of learners are undertaken timeously

•	 R24: Learning institutions and partner organisations to institute regularly 

updates of the curricular and build the competencies of its lecturers and 

facilitators
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Short term •	 R25: The NSF, in partnership with South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) 

and QCTO, to develop and maintain a country-wide learner database to ensure 

that learners do not benefit multiple times (i.e. double dip) reducing the chances 

for other individuals that are NEET (Not in Employment or Education and 

Training) not benefitting from the NSF interventions at all

•	 R26: The NSF and NSA to engage on the purpose and content of CCBA for Trade 

Unions

•	 R27: The worker education stakeholders to revise the approach to skills develop-

ment and advocacy for Trade Unions

Short to medium term •	 R4: The DHET to facilitate and the NSF to embrace the transition to a ful-

ly-fledged Section 3A public entity

•	 R11: The NSF to establish a longitudinal monitoring system to track the 

movement of learners during and after completion of their education and 

training programmes

•	 R19: The NSF together with partner organisations should standardise the 

stipends being given to learners
Medium-term •	 R10: The DHET to investigate the feasibility of adopting a PSET system-based 

approach to monitoring and evaluation and target setting

•	 R28: The NSF to review the way worker education is funded

In addition to the above, the following studies are recommended to be initiated to support the implementation of 

some of the above-mentioned recommendations: 

1.	 The NSF to research the average costs of various skills development programmes to develop a system 

of cost benchmarks that can be used to inform target setting and proposal adjudication (linked to 

Recommendation 12).

2.	 The NSF to conduct research to inform standardisation of stipends for various qualifications and skill 

levels to inform planning and reduce the likelihood of drop-outs (linked to Recommendation 18).

3.	 The NSF and the DHET to conduct research on the capacity gaps at the DHET units involved in the 

implementation of NSF funded projects to inform capacity building interventions (linked to Recom-

mendation 20).
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1.	 INTRODUCTION

The landscape of the Post-School Education and Training 

(PSET) comprises various institutions and organisations 

that can be broadly divided into education and training 

provision, regulation, advisory, and planning and facilitat-

ing. Within the PSET system, the planning and facilitation 

role lies with the National Skills Fund (NSF) and Sector 

Education and Training Authorities (SETAs), where the 

former is mandated to fund various solicited and unso-

licited projects identified as national priorities or which 

contribute to the achievement of skills development 

objectives set by government.

The 2019/2020 financial year ended the five-year strategic 

plan period of the NSF, which started in 2015/2016. The 

completion of the strategic planning period provided an 

ideal opportunity to reflect on the performance of the 

NSF during the years between 2015/2016 and 2019/2020 

to inform future funding decisions and improve the 

alignment, efficiency and effectiveness of the NSF PSET 

system-related interventions.

In light of the above, the Department of Higher Education 

and Training (DHET) and National Skills Authority (NSA) 

initiated a study to assess the impact of the NSF during 

the period between 2015/2016 and 2019/2020. Following 

a tender process, Urban-Econ Development Economists 

and Mzabalazo Advisory Services were appointed to 

conduct the evaluation. The evaluation was undertaken 

during the period between April 2020 and February 2021. 

This report represents the output of this exercise. 

1.1	 STUDY PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES 

The purpose of the evaluation study is to assess the 

impact of the NSF interventions as a catalytic fund in line 

with the National Skills Development Strategy (NSDS) III 

and the strategic objectives outlined in the NSF Strategic 

Plan. More specifically the study aims to, inter alia:

a.	 Identify and trace the impact of NSF inter-

vention as a catalytic fund with regard to 

beneficiaries of education, training, and 

skills development programmes over the 

period between 2015/2016 and 2019/2020; 

and 

b.	 Determine the extent to which the NSF 

funding has created or increased (catalysed) 

the response of the PSET system to address 

(develop and maintain) skills that are in 

demand in the country. 

The purpose of the study is expressed through its five 

objectives, which are outlined in the Terms of Reference 

(TOR) as follows:

Assess the 
extent to which 

the identified 
beneficiaries have 

benefitted from 
the NF funding 

investments 

Assess 
the extent to 

which the identified 
beneficiaries have 

benefitted from the 
NF funding 

investments 

Assess the 
extent to which 

ten strategic 
objectives of 

NSF have been 
achieved

Assess 
programme 

sustainability in 
addressing 

government 
priorities 

Identify gaps 
and challenges 

and provide 
recommendations 

for programme 
improvement 

Figure 1-1: Study evaluation objectives
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1.2	 EVALUATION QUESTIONS  

To deliver on the evaluation objectives, the study aimed to respond to the following evaluation questions, as outlined in 

the Terms of Reference (TOR).

Table 1-1: Study evaluation questions 

Research question Evaluation question

RQ1: 

How well does the NSF 

Theory of Change (ToC) 

align with the ToC of the 

NSDS III and is implement-

ed in practice?

1.1 What is the Theory of Change for the NSF?

1.2

Is the NSF Theory of Change in line with the ToC underpinning the NSDS 

III and the PSET Theory of Change? Is there coherence, alignment or 

disjuncture between the Theories of Change for the PSET System and the 

NSDS III?

1.3
To what extent is the ToC that underpins the NSF consistent with the vision 

set out in the White Paper for Post-School Education and Training?

1.4
Has the NSF ToC translated to the same ToC in practice?

1.5
What ToC best describes how it appears to be in practice – and how can 

that be documented, e.g. in a logical framework?

1.6
How is the TOC working in practice?

RQ2: 

To what extent has the 

implementation of the 

NSF been effective in 

achieving its goal(s), 

objectives and intended 

outcomes?

2.1
Provide an overview of the NSF and its context since its establishment to 

date.

2.2

Is the NSF Strategic Plan being implemented as planned over the period? 

In what ways is it being done differently? What factors influenced the way 

the NSF has implemented?

2.3
What has the NSF achieved since 2015? What are or have been the achieve-

ments and non-achievements of the NSF in the period under review?

2.4
What have been the successes and challenges/weaknesses of the imple-

mentation for the NSF, and what are the reasons for these?

2.5

How can the NSF be strengthened and supported to achieve its objectives 

effectively and efficiently as set out in the National Plan for Post School 

Education and Training (NP-PSET) and the National Skills Development 

Plan (NSDP) 2030 as well as to the broader socio-economic priorities of the 

state in relation to Skills Development?

RQ3: 

To what extent is the NSF 

efficient in the imple-

mentation of its strategic 

objectives?

3.1

Does the cost to administer the NSF outweigh its interventions and 

benefits? Are the NSF interventions that are funded of value in comparison 

to the funding allocations? What is the net social benefit resulting from the 

NSF?

3.2
Are there ways that the efficiency and sustainability of the NSF could be 

maximised?

3.3

What was the overall effect of the NSF? What effect has the NSF had on 

the livelihoods of the students/ learners and their households (graduation 

rates, throughput, income, skills attainment, poverty, employment)?

3.4

What effect have the NSF interventions had for skills development, the 

PSET System and government priorities specifically with respect to access 

to post-school education and training by students/ learners?

3.5

Are NSF funded students being employed/self-employed or continue to 

study among other options? Can this be attributed to the intervention of 

the NSF?
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1.3	 GENERAL STUDY APPROACH 

Due to the nature and complexity of the objectives that 

the NSF pursued during the analysed period, the scope of 

the project was divided into four phases. Each phase was 

meant to focus on the evaluation of the NSF performance 

covering a set of homogeneous objectives. These phases 

were devised at the tendering stage and were, therefore, 

adopted at the start of the project as the most effective 

way of dissecting the analysis. The four phases and specif-

ic strategic objectives that were covered by each of them 

are outlined in Figure 1-2. 

Objective 2: Rural 
skills development

Objective 8: Skills 
development 

research, 
innovation and 
communication

Objective 7: Skills 
infrastructure 
development

Objective 6: 
An expanded, 
integrated and 
effective PSET 

system

Objective 3: SMME 
and co-operative 

skills development

Objective 9: 
Improve NSF’s 
efficiency and 
effectiveness 

through improved 
org. structure 

Objective 4: 
Community-based 
skills development

Objective 10: 
Improve NSF’s 
efficiency and 
effectiveness 

through 
technology 

Objective 1: Skills development towards priority occupations

Objective 5: Worker education

Phase 1: Priority skills 
development focus     

Phase 2: Worker 
education focus     

Phase 3: Targeted beneficiaries 
skills development focus

Phase 4: Supporting and implementing system 

Figure 1-2: Study scope and elements

Considering the phases outlined in the figure above, the 

evaluation was divided into two major sets of milestones, 

where the first set of milestones included the production 

of the reports that contained the evaluation of the NSF 

performance with respect to each phase, while the second 

set consisted of the report that integrated the key findings 

of each phase and a short report. This report represents 

the integrated report that was informed by the findings 

and recommendations contained in each phase report. 

1.4	 REPORT STRUCTURE 

Apart from this introductory chapter, the rest of the report 

is structured as follows. 

•	 Chapter 2 (Methodology) describes the approach to 

conducting the evaluation, the research design, and 

a set of methods and processes applied during the 

evaluation. This chapter also includes a summary of the 

limitations of the study and data gaps and indicates the 

implications of these on the key findings. 

•	 Chapter 3 (Literature review) sets the context for 

evaluation and provides the background to the NSF. It 

also gives an overview of the PSET system and provides 

the contextual underpinning for skills development and 

worker education, which have been the focus of the NSF 

during the strategic period under analysis. 
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20•	 Chapter 4 (Theory of Change – intended and in prac-

tice) explains the outcomes that were pursued by the 

NSF during the evaluation period and their relationship 

as articulated in the strategic documents for that period. 

It then describes how the Theory of Change worked 

in practice, particularly focusing on areas of deviation 

between “intended” Theory of Change and Theory of 

Change “in practice”. 

•	 Chapter 5 (Policy relevance) presents an assessment 

of the alignment of the NSF pursued objective and out-

comes related to skills development, worker education 

and PSET system strengthening with government PSET 

priorities defined for the period between 2015 and 2020.

•	 Chapter 6 (Effectiveness assessment) takes stock of 

achievements of the NSF during the analysed period 

relative to the targets set by the organisation in its 

strategic plan. Considering these findings, the chapter 

presents an assessment of the NSF’s level of success 

with respect to the pursued objectives and highlights 

factors that influenced their achievement. 

•	 Chapter 7 (Efficiency analysis) examines the 

value-for-money concept associated with the funds 

spent by the NSF during the analysed period relative 

to the derived outputs.   

•	 Chapter 8 (Impact analysis) examines the contribu-

tion of the NSF towards the attainment of outcomes 

and impacts on the beneficiaries of the funding pro-

vided by the organisation during the analysed period 

and with respect to other pursued impacts outlined in 

the recreated Theory of Change for the period. 

•	 Chapter 9 (Conclusion) summarises the key findings 

of the evaluation highlighting the key strengths and 

weaknesses of the organisation’s performance during 

the analysed period and factors that influenced its 

performance.

•	 Chapter 10 (Recommendations) provides recom-

mendations addressing the identified weaknesses 

and gaps in the organisation’s performance with the 

view to improve its effectiveness and efficiency going 

forward. 
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2.	 METHODOLOGY 

This chapter presents the methodological approach to implementation evaluation. It also highlights the study limita-

tions and implications on the key findings and, subsequently, recommendations.

2.1	 EVALUATION DESIGN 

A theory-based, mixed-methods participatory evaluation 

design was employed for the evaluation, where both 

quantitative and qualitative methods were used. The eval-

uation also incorporated the elements of the contribution 

analysis that allowed for the recreation and verification 

of the organisation’s theory of change and explored the 

attribution through assessment of the contribution the 

NSF made towards specific results.   

To effectively evaluate and respond to the study purpose, 

it was crucial to apply a mixed-method research approach. 

The attractiveness of the mixed-method approach lies 

in its allowance for combining inductive and deductive 

thinking to respond to evaluation questions while making 

use of various types of data. For example, this study called 

for extensive, in-depth interviews to understand the 

context, motivation, impact and internal intricacies of the 

different strategic objectives and the NSF functioning, 

while also necessitating a quantitative analysis of targets 

(e.g. the number of learners who benefitted) and expendi-

ture to understand the efficiency and effectiveness of the 

different strategic objectives.

The mixed-method approach is usually associated with a 

rather complex evaluation design. However, a structured 

approach to the presentation of the findings was applied 

to mitigate against this. As part of the mixed-method 

design, both method triangulation and data triangulation 

were employed. Method triangulation (using multiple 

methods of data collection and analysis) included the 

combination of grounded theory and survey research, 

used specifically to recreate the Theory of Change for the 

NSF and explore certain aspects of its implementation 

model, while data triangulation (collecting data from 

multiple sources) was used to test the causalities (Sekaran 

& Bougie, 2016). 

2.1.1	 BOUNDARY OF ASSESSMENT 

As per the TOR, the study focused on the assessment of 

the NSF impact during the period that coincides with 

the NSF Strategic Plan 2015/2016 to 2018/2019. Some 

initiatives, programmes and projects, however, could 

have started during the period between 2015/2016 and 

2018/2019 but could only finish in 2019/2020 or later. 

Furthermore, benefits of certain programmes may only 

be derived some time after the programme has been 

completed, which also needed to be taken into account 

when evaluating the programme. 

Considering a wide range of strategic objectives that the 

NSF pursued during the period under review, the study 

boundary needed to be defined for each intervention 

associated with these objectives separately, taking con-

sideration of the targeted beneficiaries, key performance 

measures and other intervention parameters. Having said 

this, the overarching period of analysis, as outlined in the 

TOR, was 2015/2016 to 2018/2019. Since the evaluation’s 

data gathering and analysis stage started after the end of 

the 2019/2020 financial year, the study also considered 

that financial year when assessing the outputs and 

outcomes of the respective interventions. However, it 

did not consider new entrants and benefits derived from 

interventions that started in the 2019/2020 financial year.

2.1.2	 DATA SOURCES 

Both secondary and primary data sources were utilised to 

respond to the evaluation questions listed in Table 1-1.  These 

main sources of information are discussed in the following 

paragraphs.  

Secondary data sources 

A literature review was undertaken to inform the formu-

lation of the problem statement and set the context for 

the evaluation. The purpose of the literature review was 

also to uncover existing knowledge pertaining to the 
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study and objectives to be undertaken and to build on 

this knowledge. The literature review included published 

literature and statistical databases on labour, skills devel-

opment, PSET system, and worker education. 

In addition to the literature review, the evaluation consult-

ed with the strategic documents and legislation, as well as 

perused various reports and databases produced by the 

NSF during the review period. The latter included Annual 

Reports, Annual Performance Plans, Strategic Plans, Quar-

terly Reports, expenditure performance reviews, briefing 

notes, learner and project databases, as well as financial 

performance data.  

Primary data sources 

To enrich the analysis and gain the depth of data neces-

sary to assist with the evaluation, the following sources of 

primary data were utilised: 

•	 NSF managers and executives;

•	 Partner organisations;

•	 Learning institutions;

•	 Learners as beneficiaries of skills development inter-

ventions; and

•	 Service providers.

2.1.3	 DATA COLLECTION METHODS AND SAMPLING 

Primary data refer to the action of generating new data, i.e. 

gaining information from subjects (Page & Meyer, 2006), 

or collecting data first-hand to be analysed to produce 

findings and answers to the evaluation questions devised 

for this study (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016). The evaluation 

made use of various data collection methods including 

key informant interviews, questionnaires administered 

telephonically, and online surveys, which are elaborated 

on below. 

Workshops to recreate and validate the Theory of Change 

To recreate and validate the Theory of Change as it was 

implemented, three workshops were hosted. These work-

shops were executed in the form of focus group discussions, 

as they consisted of a group of individuals with knowledge 

about the intent and rationale of the NSF during 2015/16 

the period under review. The sampling technique for these 

workshops was purposive to target individuals with specif-

ic knowledge of the NSF and its objectives. The workshops 

were attended by the representatives of the DHET, NSF, 

NSA, Human Resources Development Council of South 

Africa (HRDC), SETAs, higher education institutions, and 

qualification authorities. 

Key Informant Interviews

One of the greatest benefits of an interview is that it is 

a purposeful and guided conversation that allows for the 

interviewer to probe further and gain a greater, in-depth 

understanding of the topic at hand. Because of the nature 

of this study, specific individuals had to be targeted for 

their detailed knowledge regarding the NSF and the spe-

cific Strategic Objectives. Sampling for the key informant 

interviews was thus judgement sampling. Judgement 

sampling, according to Sekaran and Bougie (2016, p. 

393), is a “…purposive, nonprobability sampling design in 

which the sample subject is chosen on the basis of the in-

dividual’s ability to provide the type of special information 

needed by the researcher”.

Respondents were identified as key informants repre-

senting the NSF and partner organisations. The following 

partiers were interviewed from August 2020 to February 

2021, with some of these consisting of more than one 

informant per session and some parties interviewed more 

than once: 

•	 NSF officials;

•	 The DHET officials; 

•	 NSA officials;

•	 HRDC representatives; 

•	 Small Enterprise Development Agency (SEDA) Basic 

Entrepreneurial Skills Development (BSD) programme 

representatives; 

•	 Ditsela and the Workers College; 

•	 Representative of NALEDI, Labour Research Service 

(LRS) and the Chris Hani Institute (CHI);

•	 Education co-ordinators in the three Trade Union 

Federations;

•	 Government and labour representatives on Na-

tional Economic Development and Labour Council 

(NEDLAC);

•	 Labour representatives on Provincial Councils; and

•	 Labour representatives on SETA Boards.

 

Due to the COVID-19 restrictions, all interviews were con-

ducted virtually over Voice Over Internet Protocol (VOIP) 

platforms such as Zoom or Microsoft Teams. The virtual 

interviews held both advantages and disadvantages. 

Advantages included greater flexibility, as neither the re-

spondents nor the researchers had to travel to meet each 
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other; interviews could be recorded (with the permission 

of the respondents); and respondents could respond in 

the comfort of their home or work environment. Some 

disadvantages included connectivity issues, transmission 

delays or loss of visual cues. In this case, the advantages 

far exceeded the few disadvantages experienced.  

Furthermore, all the engagements took the form of bilat-

eral meetings and followed a semi-structured approach 

where a set of predetermined questions was used to 

guide the discussions. The questions were tailored to the 

experience and knowledge of each stakeholder.

Online Survey of Learning Institutions

The greatest advantage of utilising online surveys is that 

the distribution of online questionnaires is easy, fast and 

very cost-effective. 

To complement the data gathered through the in-depth 

key informant interviews, inputs were also gathered from 

education and training (learning or PSET) institutions 

that received funding support from the NSF during the 

strategic review period.

The sampling technique deployed for the online question-

naire was once again purposive sampling as opposed to 

probability sampling. The institutions invited to take part 

in the survey were foremost dependent on the discretion 

of the client, whereafter 43 institutions that received 

funding support from the NSF during the strategic review 

period in alignment with SO1, SO2, SO3 and/or SO4 

were invited to take part in the online survey. Around 12 

responses were gathered, which translates to a response 

rate of approximately 28%.

Online survey followed by a telephonic survey of benefi-

ciaries of Worker Education programme

The evaluation included a survey of beneficiaries of 

Worker Education training, i.e. students of Ditsela and 

Workers College.  The initial survey sent out via Survey 

Monkey had a very poor response and so a follow-up was 

done telephonically with 37 beneficiaries, which is 9% of 

the number of learners who completed Worker Education 

training programmes.

Semi-structured telephonic interviews of worker students 

In addition, to allow for more in-depth reflection from 

beneficiaries on their experiences on the Worker Educa-

tion courses and the impact it had on their trade union 

work, a number of interviews (42) were conducted with a 

list of students provided by Ditsela and Workers College.  

While the contacts provided by the training institutions 

were of their top-ranked students and may have therefore 

provided a positive bias on the outcomes of the training 

provided, these interviewees allowed for greater in-depth 

information on the content of the training programmes 

and how this was used in their trade union work.

Longitudinal Survey: Retrospective Tracer

Different types of longitudinal studies exist, each requiring 

different collection and analysis methods. For the purpose 

of this evaluation, a retrospective longitudinal study (also 

referred to by some authors as quasi-longitudinal) (Ruspi-

ni, 2020) was selected.

Retrospective studies are designed after the respon-

dents have already experienced or benefitted from an 

event (in this case, completing a training event/learning 

programme) and then are typically asked to state the sit-

uation or recount aspects of their life at specific points in 

the past. These studies can also include a statement of the 

current situation and even anticipated future situations 

(Ruspini, 2020).  

Tracer studies can be described as a specific type of 

retrospective longitudinal study and are considered 

an important tool for sectoral skills planning as well 

as broader national social perspectives (Rogan, 2016). 

Tracer studies provide insights not only on the use and 

relevance of learned competencies but also the impact 

of the specific intervention on the individual and his/her 

living standard.

The sampling design for the tracer study was done on the 

reported achievements of each strategic objective. A total 

of 6 276 interviews were completed, as illustrated in the 

table below. Upon completion of the tracer interviews, 

the margin of error for the total number of successfully 

completed interviews (n = 6 276) against the population, 

when considering the population after cleaning of the 

database (unique instances) (N = 27 016), is calculated at 

1,08%. When considering the population against the total 

population (N = 62 147) prior to cleaning the database 

(total number of completions per strategic objective), the 

margin of error is calculated at 1,17%. Across metrics, the 

margin of error is well below the acceptable 5%, and in-

ferences could thus be made to the population on overall 

and on strategic objective level with statistical confidence.
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2.1.4	 DATA ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION 

As stated previously, this evaluation study followed a 

mixed-method approach, relying on both qualitative and 

quantitative data. From the onset, it should be stated that 

both qualitative and qualitative data could have been, 

and were, in most cases, used to examine/evaluate a 

specific evaluation question. This approach ensured that 

data and results collected through both data types could 

be compared. Quantitative data provided the context of 

casualties, while the qualitative data provided the depth 

to understand the phenomenon, give insights and deter-

mine the assumptions for this evaluation. 

The integration of qualitative and quantitative data was 

an ongoing process during the analysis. To answer the 

evaluation questions, both qualitative and quantitative 

data had to be examined and triangulated to ensure that 

the data correlated. Method triangulation (using multiple 

methods of data collection and analysis) included the 

combination of grounded theory and survey research, 

used specifically to recreate the Theory of Change for the 

NSF and explore certain aspects of its implementation 

model, while data triangulation (collecting data from 

multiple sources) was used to test the causalities (Sekaran 

& Bougie, 2016). 

The integration of the data culminated in drawing conclu-

sions and providing answers to the evaluation questions, 

which in turn informed the formulation of recommendations. 

2.2	 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Ethics in research entail a code of conduct or expected 

behavioural norms when conducting research (Sekaran & 

Bougie, 2016). Ethics and ethical conduct apply not only 

to the researcher and the funder of the research but also 

to the respondents. 

In the undertaking of the above primary research activ-

ities, relevant professional and ethical guidelines and 

codes of conduct for programme and project evaluations 

were followed. These include:

•	 Principles, norms, standards and guidelines developed 

by the World Bank; and

•	 Evaluation guidelines formulated by the United Na-

tional Development Programme (UNDP).

 

Ethical considerations were applied holistically to the 

study and the team prescribed to the following codes of 

conduct when undertaking the evaluations.

•	 The assessment was unbiased and does not reflect 

personal and sectoral interests, nor are the results 

distorted to support the aims of the study.

•	 All team members adhered to professional integrity 

and respected the rights of institutions, organisations 

and individuals to provide information in confidence 

and to verify statements attributed to them (using 

triangulation methodology).

•	 The evaluation was conducted to ensure the utmost 

respect for the beliefs and customs of social and cul-

tural environments.

•	 Evaluations were conducted legally and with due 

regard for the welfare of those involved in the evalua-

tions and those affected by the findings.

•	 Team members were sensitive to issues of discrimina-

tion and gender equality.

•	 Team members were mindful of gender, ability, age, 

language, and other differences when designing and 

carrying out the evaluation.

•	 Data and information were properly stored and will 

not be shared with any third parties without the ex-

press consent of the client.

 

Further to the above, when utilising secondary data, and 

particularly when conducting a literature review, the 

researcher builds on existing work that was done by other 

organisations or individuals (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016). As 

such, the research team did not purposefully misrepresent 

the work of other authors or represent original ideas, ar-

guments and words of other authors as their own. Lastly, 

during the primary data gathering stage, team members 

ensured research participants fully understood and pro-

vided informed consent (either verbally or in writing) with 

respect to ethical considerations. Ethical considerations 

for each of the primary data collection methods are set 

out below.
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2.3	 STUDY LIMITATIONS

The terms of reference set out for this study provided the 

parameters for this study. This, along with some challeng-

es experienced, culminated in the limitations of this study. 

These were:

•	 The study focused on the assessment of the NSF 

impact during the period that coincides with the NSF 

Strategic Plan 2015/2016 to 2018/2019. Some initia-

tives, programmes and projects, however, could have 

started during the period between 2015/2016 and 

2018/2019 but could only finish in 2019/2020 or later. 

Furthermore, the benefits of certain programmes may 

only be derived some time after the programme has 

been completed, which was taken into account when 

evaluating the programme.

•	 The overarching period of analysis, as outlined in the 

TOR is 2015/2016 to 2018/2019. Since the evaluation’s 

data gathering and analysis stage started after the 

end of the 2019/2020 financial year, the study also 

considered that financial year when the outputs 

and outcomes of the respective interventions were 

assessed. It did not, however, consider new entrants 

and new interventions that started in the 2019/2020 

financial year.

•	 Despite efforts from both the research team and the 

NSF, some stakeholders and role-players declined to 

take part or were unable to avail themselves.

•	 This study occurred during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

and as such, the study and the research team had to 

adhere to lockdown regulations. This meant that all 

client interactions, steering committee and reference 

group meetings were conducted virtually. All inter-

views with key informants were also limited to virtual 

engagement and interactions. Some limitations in this 

regard included:

	о Connectivity issues, which included some individ-

uals being affected by load-shedding;

	о Transmission delays, leading to interruptions and 

repetitions; and

	о Loss of visual cues, especially where individuals 

were unable to join with video.

•	 Impact can best be “measured” where there is base-

line data. Unfortunately, no such data exist on the 

knowledge or skills of shop-stewards before they 

commenced with NSF-funded Worker Education pro-

grammes. Nevertheless, the shop-stewards (trainees) 

were surveyed on their perceptions of how the train-

ing made a difference to their trade union organising 

functions.  

•	 The evaluation found it difficult to make any sub-

stantive claim that attributed the impact of Worker 

Education to the training itself. There were many other 

factors, such as the state of the economy and the 

political environment, that impacted workers’ rights, 

wages, working conditions and opportunities for skills 

development. This needed to be kept in mind when 

reading the results or impact measures of worker 

education. The perceptions of training providers and 

beneficiaries provided an indication of the contribu-

tion training had on their trade union work; however, 

given that these had a stake in the training, their views 

were more likely to be positive than critical of the 

training.  

•	 Employers’ views on the impact of Worker Education 

were not collected. This was a practical limitation 

since there were no data of which employers were 

connected to the 414 trainees funded through the 

Worker Education programmes.  Moreover, the more 

direct insights on the impact of the Worker Education 

training programmes were to be had from the trainees 

themselves, which remained the focus of the primary 

data gathering.   
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3.	 LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter provides an overview of the PSET system and 

the role played by the NSF therein. It provides a history 

of the establishment of the NSF and allocated roles, while 

also setting the context within which the NSF has been 

operating during the analysed period. This chapter assists 

in responding to the evaluation questions “Provide an 

overview of the NSF and its context since its establish-

ment to date” captured in Table 1-1.

3.1	 OVERVIEW OF EMPLOYMENT AND SKILLS NEEDS IN SOUTH AFRICA

Over the analysed period, the annual unemployment 

rate in the country grew from 26.4% in 2015:Q1 to 30.1% 

in 2020:Q1 (Statistics SA, 2021). According to Statistics 

SA (2021), the number of unemployed in the country 

increased from 5 534 700 people in 2015:Q1 to 7 069 649 

people in 2020:Q1. This means that during the period 

under analysis, 1 534 949 people found themselves unem-

ployed, of whom 46.7% or 718 008 were new entrants to 

the market. 

The persistently high rate of unemployed in the country, 

which has been observed for over a decade, is associated 

with structural unemployment. Structural unemployment 

is caused by the mismatch between the demand and 

supply of skills, i.e. skills needed in the country and skills 

that the labour force can offer. 

Statistic SA (2021) suggests that among those unemployed 

in the country in 2015:Q1 and 2020:Q1, only 9.3% and 

10.4% were individuals who have obtained a post-school 

qualification (diploma, certificate or degree), respectively. 

This means that, on average, nine out of ten unemployed 

individuals in the country were individuals with no post-

school education or training, and it is evident from the 

persistent unemployment rate that the skills that these 

individuals can offer are not sought after by employers.   

While the demand for skills is influenced by technological 

changes and competition, the supply of skills is shaped 

by the country’s education and training capacity and 

capability. The fact that the largest percentage of unem-

ployed in the country consists of individuals who have 

not obtained any post-school education or training clearly 

illustrates the significant gaps in the country to absorb 

them in the PSET system and provide them with an oppor-

tunity to improve their employability; this creates a need 

for a targeted set of interventions that involves training 

and education in those fields and at the levels that are 

demanded by employers.

The issue of unemployment in the country, though, goes 

beyond the trivial mismatch between supply and demand 

for skills. A more granular examination of the composition 

of unemployed in the country reveals that the youth and 

the rural population experience particular challenges 

when competing for employment positions. These two 

issues are explored further in the next paragraphs.

In Q1 of 2020, 38.9 million people were of working-age 

(15-64 years) in the country, of whom 23.9 million were 

part of the labour force (Statistics SA, 2021). The youth 

comprised 44.2% or 10.4 million of the labour force in 

2020:Q1, and approximately 4.5 million of them were 

not employed (Statistics SA, 2021). Considering that in 

2015:Q1, 65.9% of the unemployed comprised individuals 

aged between 15 and 34, and that this group accounted 

for 63.3% of all unemployed in 2020:Q1, the unemploy-

ment rate of South Africa is consistently the highest for 

people in the youth category, which is also illustrated in 

Figure 3-1. 
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Figure 3-1: Unemployment rate among different groups of labour force in South Africa, for Q1 during 2015 and 2020 

(Statistics SA, 2021)

Figure 3-1 also shows that the levels of youth unemploy-

ment have been rising steadily over the past few years. In 

2015:Q1, the unemployment rate among South Africa’s 

youth (15 to 34 years) was 36.9%, which was significantly 

higher compared to that of those aged 35-64 years (Statis-

tics SA, 2014). By 20120:Q1, the youth unemployment rate 

reached 43.2%. Importantly, 56.1% of the unemployed 

youth in 2020:Q1 came from non-metro areas2 in the 

country (Statistics SA, 2021).

People in rural areas are the most disadvantaged in terms 

of access to services, including education and training, 

and are the worst served by infrastructure of various kinds 

(Thompson, 2007). They are most likely in many settings 

to be amongst those who are not being reached in the 

drive towards the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

(UN, 2019). 

There is considerable evidence for the marginalisation of 

rural populations and the incidence of limited opportu-

nities, specifically in education and training, for people 

in rural areas in South Africa. The NSDS III indicated that 

there is an urban bias in skills development initiatives, 

which has resulted in skills for rural development being 

neglected (DHET, 2015). The NSF (2019, p. 63) further 

states that “people born and living in poor rural areas have 

fewer opportunities than urban residents”. This situation 

is particularly starker for the rural youth, who have to 

contend with limited access to education and training 

(Melaphi, 2015; Tele, 2016).

There is a clear case for a stronger developmental effort to 

address issues plaguing rural areas in the country:

•	 Firstly, one of the strongest reasons for a focus on skills 

development for rural people is that 37% of South 

Africa’s population live more or less permanently in 

rural areas and almost 60% of them are poor (The 

World Bank, 2018; Statistics SA, cited in Laldaparsad, 

undated).

•	 Secondly, skills shortages are pervasive in rural areas 

because of the migration of the few educated people 

to urban areas to seek employment opportunities 

(Masumbe, 2018). According to the HRDC (2013), a 

very large proportion of young people in South Africa 

are unemployed and not engaged in education or 

training and many of them are in disadvantaged areas, 

including rural areas where opportunities are in any 

case limited.

•	 Thirdly, a relatively smaller proportion of supply 

skills providers such as universities and colleges and 

business support organisations might be located in 

rural areas, implying an unequal spatial spread of skills 

supply institutions (HRSC, 2012).

•	 Lastly, due to lack of access to business supply skills 

providers, there is also a lack of experience, technical 

and business management skills and sector-specific 

expertise among business owners (Agbenyegah, 2013).  

Another challenge facing South Africa is the need to 

enhance the skills level of the poor and unemployed spe-

cifically in communities (Thwala, 2011). Government-led 

community-based initiatives (CBIs), for example, public 

works programmes, have been proposed and agreed 

upon during the Growth and Development Summit (GDS) 

in 2003 as one of the means to address the low skills level 

and the rising unemployment level in the country  (De-

2 Non-metro areas, i.e. “all the District Municipalities in South Africa, excluding the eight Metropolitan Municipalities” (NSF, 2017; NSF, 
2018) are considered by the NSF as rural areas.
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partment of Public Works, 2004). Despite the presence of 

CBIs in South Africa, which are geared towards providing 

some measure of respite for the unemployed and at the 

same time training and developing their skills, skill short-

ages persist (Aghimien & Aigbavboa, 2019). 

While CBIs have been devised as government-led pro-

grammes to stimulate employment creation in South 

Africa, the National Development Plan (NDP) assigns the 

epicentre of economic development and employment 

growth to small, medium and micro-enterprises (SMMEs) 

and co-operatives (NPC, 2012). As stated by the Depart-

ment of Small Business and Development (DSBD) (2017, 

p. 7), the “NDP vision 2030 is for SMMEs and co-operatives 

to create 90% of new job opportunities”. 

The creation of new employment opportunities by 

SMMEs and co-operatives, though, is only feasible when 

the owners of these businesses are skilled themselves 

(Shava & Maramura, 2017). According to the DSBD (2017), 

80% of SMMEs and co-operatives in South Africa fail due 

to the lack of business support, which provides skills de-

velopment. Their failure to survive subsequently negates 

all the chances for these businesses to also create new 

employment opportunities.  

Research shows that the skills development needs of 

SMMEs and co-operatives have not been met in the coun-

try (HRDC, 2013). The SEDA (2012) notes that the owners 

and managers of SMMEs in South Africa face significant 

shortages in business skills. Some studies cite inexperi-

ence in the field of business, lack of technical skills and 

business management skills, lack of planning skills, and 

lack of market research skills to be the main challenges 

hindering the success of these enterprises in the country 

(Wise & Chiloane-Tsoka, 2015; LGSETA, 2016; Chimucheka 

& Mandipaka, 2015; Seda & BER, 2016; Development 

Policy Research Unit , 2018). 

From the above, South Africa’s issue with structural unem-

ployment remains a major problem for national policy and 

redress, subsequently creating the need for targeted skills 

development interventions in the country (Kraak, et al., 

2013). Such interventions need to focus on, among others, 

the unemployed, SMMEs and cooperatives, and prioritise 

the youth and the rural areas to address the existing gaps 

in the system. Training provided to these individuals, 

though, needs to respond to the needs of employers to 

ensure faster absorption. While offering training and 

education programmes that directly respond to the needs 

of employers is critical, this requires the development of a 

capacitated and widely accessible post-school education 

and training infrastructure.

The following section provides an overview of the system 

that is responsible for delivering post-school education 

and training in the country, highlighting the gaps and 

challenges that have been observed prior to the period 

under analysis, i.e. 2014/2015 and 2019/2020. 

3.2	 STRUCTURE OF THE PSET SYSTEM 

The PSET landscape comprises various institutions and 

organisations that can be divided into four categories, 

depending on their core functions, i.e. Qualification 

and Quality Assurance Bodies, Skills Levy Organisations, 

Education Institutions and Other Support Organisations. 

Figure 3-2 maps the PSET in relation to the DHET and 

funding flow. Note that the respective organisations inter-

act with each other in various ways, depending on their 

function and roles. 
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Figure 3-2: The PSET system map 
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The education and training institutions consist of both 

private and public education and training organisations 

and institutions committed to developing the skills and 

knowledge of learners and workers. These organisations 

and institutions can be divided into the following major 

sub-streams (DHET, 2018).

Table 3-1: PSET education and training institutions

Public Higher Education Institutes (HEI) •	 11 general academic universities

•	 9 comprehensive universities

•	 6 universities of technology

Private HEIs •	 123 private HEIs

Technical and Vocational Education and 
Training (TVET) Colleges

•	 50 public TVET Colleges with 250 associated registered campuses

Community Education and Training 
(CET) Colleges

•	 9 CET Colleges (one per province)

Private Colleges •	 Includes former private Adult Education and Training (AET) Centres

Accredited Skills Development 
Providers 

•	 Skills Development Providers (SDP)

The organisations responsible for assuring the quality 

of education and training provided by education and 

training providers are the qualifications and quality as-

surance bodies established by the National Qualifications 

Framework (NQF) Act 67 of 2008. Together with the South 

African Qualifications Authority (SAQA), the Quality Coun-

cils oversee and are mandated to regulate the education 

and training institutions and develop qualifications. 

UMALUSI is responsible for General and Further Education 

and Training (FET), the Council on Higher Education (CHE) 

is responsible for Higher Education and Training, and the 

Quality Council for Trades and Occupations (QCTO) is re-

sponsible for Occupational Education and Training (SAQA, 

2017; DHET, 2019). 

An individual’s access to education and training is facil-

itated in many ways. Access to public Higher Education 

Institutions (HEIs), Technical and Vocational Education 

and Training (TVET) colleges and other state-owned PSET 

institutions is direct, and the funding thereof is mainly 

facilitated by the National Student Financial Aid Scheme 

(NSFAS), implementing the notion of free education for all. 

While the training offered by other education and training 

providers is generally paid for by the individual learner 

or employer, access is further enabled and facilitated by 

the NSF and the 21 SETAs that receive 20% and 80% of 

skills development levies (calculated as 1% of payroll for 

those with a payroll exceeding R500 000 per annum), 

respectively (DHET, 2013; DHET, 2019).  

The primary responsibility of SETAs is to facilitate planning 

for skills development in the country that responds to the 

needs of the employers (private and public) and ensure 

the provision of adequate financial and non-financial 

resources to respond to these needs. Thus, SETAs act as 

intermediaries between the employers (demand for skills) 

and services providers that shape the supply of skills in 

the country. The role of the NSF within the system is elab-

orated on in the next section. In short, however, it is meant 

to address the gaps in the funding of the PSET system that 

other organisations such as SETAs are not covering. 

3.3	 ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE NSF WITHIN THE PSET SYSTEM 

The role of the NSF within the system is elaborated in this 

section. In short, though, it is meant to address the gaps 

in the funding of the PSET system that other organisations 

such as SETAs are not covering. The NSF was evoked 

through the promulgation of the Skills Development Act 

(SDA) No. 97 of 1998. The purpose of the Act was to:    

•	 Develop the skills of the South African workforce 

	о to improve the quality of life of workers, their 

prospects of work and labour mobility

	о to improve productivity in the workplace and the 

competitiveness of employers

	о to promote self-employment

	о to improve the delivery of social services
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•	 Increase the levels of investment in education and 

training in the labour market to improve the return on 

that investment

•	 Encourage employers to:

	о Use the workplace as an active learning environ-

ment

	о Provide employees with opportunities to acquire 

new skills

	о Provide opportunities for new entrants to the 

labour market to gain work experience

	о Employ persons who find it difficult to be em-

ployed

	о Encourage workers to participate in leadership 

and other training programmes

•	 Improve the employment prospects of previously 

disadvantaged individuals through training and 

education

•	 Ensure the quality of learning in the workplace

•	 Assist:

	о Work-seekers to find work

	о Retrenched workers to re-enter the labour market

	о Employers to find qualified employees 

•	 Provide and regulate employment services

 

Achievement of the above purpose of the act was en-

visaged through the then evoked establishment of an 

institutional and financial framework comprising of among 

others the NSA, the NSF, SETAs and Skills Development 

Levy Act (SDLA). This means that the mandate for the NSF 

is bounded by the focus areas outlined in the SDA that 

target broadly the workforce, labour market education and 

training, employers, workplaces, and employment services. 

The primary objectives of the NSF within this broad areas, 

though, were defined in the SDA as (a) funding of projects 

identified in the NSDS III ; (b) funding of other projects as 

determined by the Director-General of the DHET to achieve 

the purposes of the SDA; (c) funding of activities to achieve 

a national standard of good practice in skills development; 

(d) and administering the fund within the prescribed limit 

of 10% of the NSF revenue.

At the time of the establishment of the NSF, in terms of 

section 29(1) of the SDA, the Director-General of the DHET 

was assigned to be the accounting authority of the Fund 

and given the power to appoint an executive office of the 

Fund. On 12 October 2012, the Minister of Finance listed 

the NSF as a Schedule 3A public entity (i.e. national public 

entity) in terms of the Public Finance Management Act 

(PFMA) No. 1 of 1999, which became effective retrospec-

tively from 1 April 2012. This was in response to a recurrent 

Auditor General audit finding that highlighted the NSF’s 

adherence to the definition of a Schedule 3A public entity 

in terms of the PFMA, which in turn required it to be listed 

as such. 

The NSF generates revenue through two main sources, i.e. 

20% allocation of the skills development levies as required 

by the SDA and through interest earned on investments 

that are held at the Public Investment Corporation (PIC) 

(DHET, 2019). As mentioned earlier, these funds are meant 

to be used among, others, to fund projects identified in 

the NSDS III.

The NSDS III, formulated in 2011, defined the NSF as a 

‘catalytic’ fund that enables South Africa to drive key skills 

strategies and to meet the training needs of the “unem-

ployed, non-levy paying cooperatives, non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs) and, community structures and vul-

nerable groups” (DHET, 2011). According to the NSDS III, 

the catalytic role of the NSF lies in:

•	 Enabling the state to drive key skills strategies; 

•	 Enabling the state to meet the training needs of the 

unemployed, non-levy-paying cooperatives, NGOs 

and community structures and vulnerable groups;

•	 Promoting strategic partnerships and innovation in 

project delivery;

•	 Driving change towards partnership-based pro-

grammes; and

•	 Contributing significantly to raising the low base of 

education and training in our country, guided by 

government policies of redress and promoting equity.

 

The White Paper on Post-School Education and Training 

(WP-PSET), released in 2013, assigned the NSF respon-

sibility for the development of skills in alignment with 

national development strategies and priorities and to 

fund research and innovation that is not confined to a 

particular sector. The latter implies that the NSF can fund 

research that looks at the broader labour market than the 

specific sectors for which SETAs are responsible, broader 

trends in employment and the world of work, as well as 

research on how different industries relate to each other. 

More specifically, the responsibilities defined by WP-PSET 

in relation to the NSF included:

•	 Remaining keenly aware of the skills challenges facing 

industrial, commercial and government institutions;

•	 Assisting in funding occupational programmes at 

Community Colleges;

•	 Assisting in the funding of Community College (oper-

ational and capital funding);

•	 Developing skills in alignment with national develop-

ment strategies and priorities;
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•	 Providing funds for wider government strategies, such 

as youth programmes, building small businesses and 

cooperatives, and rural development;

•	 Supporting non-formal adult basic education through 

support to public agencies, Non-Government Organ-

isations (NGOs) and Non-Profit Organisations (NPOs);

•	 Supporting research, development and innovation by 

conducting research that cut across sectors, providing 

funding to clarify and achieve government’s aims 

with regards to the education and skills develop-

ment systems, and identifying innovative projects in 

post-graduate fields of learning;

•	 Assisting in funding the skills development capacity of 

the public education system and steering funding for 

programme delivery towards public providers;

•	 Together with SETAs, using the discretionary grant to 

fund skills development capacity in public education 

and training institutions; and

•	 Simplifying and clarifying the role of the NSF and 

building its capacity in line with its core functions.

 

The DHET, which holds the accounting authority over 

the NSF, sees the NSF as a “national resource” that has 

a dual purpose – one being to initiate and the other to 

respond to national skills priorities (DHET, 2011). The 

projects funded by the NSF are also intended to advance 

the Human Resource Development Strategy of South 

Africa (HRDSSA) and support the NSA in its work, which 

plays an advisory role for skills development policies and 

is responsible for the monitoring and evaluation of 21 

SETAs. (DHET, 2019). The priorities that are considered to 

take precedence in the NSF are (DHET, 2011):

•	 Priorities that advance the HRDS and have been decid-

ed upon after consultation with the Human Resource 

Development Council (HRDC);

•	 Priorities that are identified by the Minister after con-

sultation with the NSA, and that support the NSA; and

•	 Projects that are aligned with the NSDS III and which 

support the new economic growth path—the NDP, the 

Industrial Policy Action Plan (IPAP), rural development, 

green economy skills, skills development in education 

and health, and skills that contribute towards capacity 

building and for institutions dedicated to fighting 

against crime and corruption.

 

The National Skills Development Plan (NSDP) promul-

gated on 7 March 2019 reiterated the catalytic role of the 

NSF assigned by the NSDS III. It envisions the NSF to be 

used in the form of incentives to support institutions to 

develop human and infrastructure capacity to grow the 

enrolment and throughput of programmes that are in 

high demand. The NSDP thus places the focus of the NSF 

on the training of the unemployed and work-seekers by 

supporting the Community Education and Training (CET) 

sub-system and supporting the efforts of other partners.

From the above, it is evident that the NSF’s key role in the 

PSET system is to provide funding for, and thus enabling, 

the implementation of various initiatives, activities and 

programmes that support the attainment of government 

objectives and priorities linked to the skilling of the 

nation. Due to the vast nature of these priorities, though, 

the NSF’s scope of work is multi-faceted. The latter is 

explained by the fact that besides developing its own 

institutional capacity in line with its functions, the NSF 

financial resources are meant to be used to facilitate part-

nership-based programmes associated with (a) training 

and skills development, (b) the development of human 

and infrastructure capacity of the system, and (c) research, 

development, and innovation in the system. Furthermore, 

the focus of the NSF funds is envisaged to be on areas 

that are not adequately covered by other institutions in 

the system (e.g. 21 SETAs), in order to address the gaps 

and weaknesses in the system. This, in turn, involves prior-

itising the funding of programmes and initiatives that are 

envisaged to benefit the unemployed, non-levy-paying 

cooperatives, NGOs, NPOs, community structures, vulner-

able groups, the youth, the rural areas, small businesses 

and cooperatives. 

3.4	 PSET SYSTEM CHALLENGES PRIOR 2015/2016 AND THE GOVERNMENT’S 
APPROACH TO RESOLVING THEM 

According to the WP-PSET (DHET, 2013), the PSET system 

consists of “all education and training provision for those 

who have completed school, those who did not complete 

their schooling, and those who never attended school.”

After the advent of democracy in 1994, the PSET system 

underwent many changes aimed at expanding access 

through the creation of more diverse education and train-

ing opportunities, as well as dismantling discriminatory 

institutional arrangements (DHET, 2019a). Regardless of 

the many changes instituted since 1994, several challeng-

es have persisted. These challenges and the approach 

taken by government to address these are described in 

the following paragraphs. 
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Challenge 1: Institutional and spatial discrimination due 

to underfunding 

The country found itself with a post-school education and 

training system that could not sufficiently accommodate 

many individuals, including the youth, who were seeking 

education and training. Some institutions, particularly 

those in rural areas and those established for black stu-

dents during apartheid, remained disadvantaged in 

terms of infrastructure and teaching facilities, regardless 

of the increasing enrolments (DHET, 2013). Such lack of 

infrastructure has often translated into poor quality of 

education and training. 

The development of skills infrastructure is central to 

the government’s approach towards expanding and 

integrating the PSET system, including improving the sys-

tem’s effectiveness. However, improving and increasing 

access to post-school learning and training if the entire 

environment is of poor quality is not feasible. The govern-

ment continues to value the equitable provision of skills 

infrastructure to all post-school learning and training 

institutions as well as the learners thereof. As such, the 

funding of infrastructure remains a priority, especially for 

historically disadvantaged institutions (Van Wyngaardt, 

2015). 

The funding of skills infrastructure is also pursued as a 

response to an underfunded PSET system that does not 

have the capacity and spatial coverage to accommodate 

the population. This has seen limited or no opportunities 

for education and skills development being created for 

certain segments of the population, including those in 

rural areas, people with disabilities, those with no school-

ing or who did not complete their schooling, etc. As part 

of its response, and as part of promoting universal access 

to post-school learning and training, the government has 

been developing new colleges in certain parts of the coun-

try where a need was identified to establish such learning 

and training institutions. The government has also been 

upgrading and improving the infrastructure in certain 

other post-school learning and training institutions. As 

such, new facilities, equipment and facility upgrades relat-

ed interventions have been and continue to be pursued in 

colleges and universities. As an example, well-resourced 

workshops, research and ICT infrastructure have been and 

continue to be rolled out in certain universities and TVET 

colleges. Basic facilities and infrastructure for community 

colleges that cater for the segment of the population who 

have limited or no schooling background have also been 

a priority. Also, as part of improving accessibility, the gov-

ernment has been working on ensuring that learning and 

training facilities are accessible to everyone, including 

people with disabilities. 

Challenge 2: Imbalance in the PSET system due to sector- 

based allocation of resources

Too much attention was devoted to the university sector at 

the expense of the college system. As such, many leaners 

who could not make it into universities faced challenges 

in acquiring post-school learning and training since the 

alternative option in the form of mainly TVET colleges 

was heavily restricted in terms of spatial accessibility and 

capacity. The government increased support and funding 

for TVET colleges in the past decade, leading to an increase 

in student enrolment in TVET colleges by 105.9% between 

2010 and 2015 (DHET, 2019a). Such significant growth in 

TVET enrolments formed part of redressing the “inverted 

triangle” dilemma in post-school learning. The “inverted 

triangle” in post-school learning entails a situation where 

the college system enrolment capacity is constrained and 

too many learners are interested in enrolling at univer-

sities. The “inverted triangle” in post-school learning is a 

huge challenge to the South African economy, especially 

considering that it yields a workforce that lacks critical 

artisanal and other mid-level skills (DHET, 2012).   

Challenge 3: Weak linkages between employers and the 

education system

For the system to respond to the skill needs of employers 

and prepare the graduates for employment, there is a 

need for continuous engagement and feedback loops 

between employers and the education system. Govern-

ment has been ardently championing and pursuing the 

involvement of employers in the post-school education 

and training space to create workplace training oppor-

tunities. This is in response to the challenge around the 

weak linkages between the education system and the 

industry. The establishment and continued capacitation 

of the SETAs is one of the interventions that have been 

pursued in an effort to bridge the gap between the PSET 

and the industry (DHET, 2013). The SETAs play a critical 

role in the formulation of sector-specific interventions, 

including the development of skills plans and facilitating 

workplace-based learning and training in their respective 

industrial sectors. The NSF is also significantly involved in 

supporting education-industry linkages. The NSF supports 

the work of the NSA and the HRDC, which in turn promote 

the cooperation and coordination not only of education 

and industry constituencies but also of government and 

community. The NSF, as will be discussed in later sections, 

also works directly with some of these constituencies, 
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including industry and business, where they support 

capacity building and workplace-based learning-related 

interventions. 

Challenge 4: Unsatisfactory quality of education offered in 

PSET institutions

According to the WP-PSET, challenges around quality vary 

and encompass the following (DHET, 2013):

•	 Governance and management;

•	 Teaching mechanisms and curriculum;

•	 Quality assurance;

•	 Infrastructure;

•	 Insufficient cooperation among post-school institu-

tions; and

•	 Insufficient cooperation between post-school institu-

tions and employers.

 

The DHET is pursuing multiple interventions in an at-

tempt to remedy the quality challenges in post-school 

learning and training institutions. The various agencies 

of the DHET, such as the NSA and HRDC, are working in 

collaboration with different constituencies (including 

the universities, TVET colleges, community colleges, 

government, industry, etc.) to plan and implement 

interventions that address issues pertaining to skills and 

human resources development in the country. Platforms 

that encourage collaboration among the constituencies 

of the PSET system and planning together are thus crit-

ical as they allow for the prioritisation of resources and 

system-based responses. This cannot be overemphasised 

because most of the noted quality challenges emanate 

from a fragmented system. Through the NSF, the DHET 

has also been actively involved in addressing quality 

challenges in the PSET system through capacity building, 

research, advocacy, and overcoming infrastructure-relat-

ed challenges. Three of the ten NSF strategic objectives for 

the strategic planning review period are entirely devoted 

to addressing the underlying causes of quality challenges 

in the PSET system, specifically within the post-school 

learning and training institutions.    
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4.	 NSF THEORY OF CHANGE - INTENDED AND IN PRACTICE

This chapter contains a description of the outcomes pur-

sued by the NSF during the period under analysis and how 

this translated into the Theory of Change. This chapter 

aims to respond to evaluation questions such as “What 

is the Theory of Change for the NSF?”, “Has the NSF ToC 

translated to the same ToC in practice?”, and “What ToC 

best describes how it appears to be in practice – and how 

can that be documented, e.g. in a logical framework?”. 

4.1	 NSF VISION THEORY OF CHANGE AS INTENDED

For the period under analysis, Strategic Plan 2015/2016 – 

2019/2020 set the organisation’s vision, mission, impact, 

and goals and outlines the pursued objectives. As indicat-

ed in Table 4-1, the NSF had two programmes during that 

period, i.e. funding skills development (Programme 1) 

and NSF business excellence (Programme 2). The former 

focused on external stakeholders and comprised of 

sub-programmes such as (a) education and training that 

dealt with funding of skills development; (b) PSET system 

development and capacity building that focused on 

expansion, integration, and improvement of effectiveness 

of the PSET system; (c) skills infrastructure development; 

and (d) skills development research, innovation and com-

munication. The latter programme focused inward and 

aimed to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the 

organisation itself. 

Table 4-1: NSF programmes and strategic objectives between 2015/2016 and 2019/2020

Programmes Strategic Objectives

PROGRAMME 1:

FUNDING 

SKILLS 

DEVELOPMENT

SP1.1: Education and 

Training

SO1: Skills development towards priority occupations

SO2: Rural skills development

SO3: SMME and cooperative skills development

SO4: Community-based skills development

SO5: Worker education

SP1.2: PSET system 

Development and Capacity 

Building

SO6: An expanded, integrated and effective PSET system

SP1.3: Skills Infrastructure 

Development

SO7: Skills infrastructure development

SP1.4: Skills Development 

Research, Innovation and 

Communication

SO8: Skills Development Research, Innovation and 

Communication

PROGRAMME 2:

NSF BUSINESS EXCELLENCE

(ADMINISTRATIVE PROGRAMME)

SO9: Improve NSF’s efficiency and effectiveness through 

an improved organisational structure

SO10: Improve NSF’s efficiency and effectiveness through 

an improved technology

For the analysed period, the vision of the NSF was ”skilling 

the nation”, which was envisaged to be realised by “pro-

viding funding for national skills development towards 

a capable workforce for an inclusive growth path”. In 

delivering on its mission, as defined in the strategic 

plan revised in 2017/2018, the NSF aimed to “contribute 

towards creating employment and reducing inequality 

and poverty”. However, following various changes within 

the organisation that took place during the second part of 

the analysed period, the impact of the NSF was refined to 

“contribute towards improving the employability of citi-

zens and reducing inequality and poverty”. As can be seen 

from the above, the impact’s focus changed from “creating 

employment” to “improving employability”. This change is 

welcomed considering that the role and responsibilities of 

the NSF outlined in the previous chapter do not position 

the organisation as a “creator of employment” but rather 

as an “enabler of skills development that can improve 

individual’s chances of becoming employed”. 
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The formulation of the strategic plan for the analysed 

period followed the guidelines of the Framework for 

Strategic Plans and Annual Performance Plans published 

by the National Treasury in 2010, which followed an 

outcomes-oriented monitoring and evaluation approach. 

Activities, outcomes and impacts were mapped in a plan-

ning tringle, which is one of the models used to represent 

the Theory of Change. Planning tringles though do not 

provide adequate details and are unable to capture the 

independencies and interlinkages. Thus, an outcome 

chain was devised based on the information contained in 

various documents produced by the organisation. 

According to NSF (2016), the achievement of NSF’s budget 

programme targets would lead to the achievement of 

the NSF’s strategic objective targets and ultimately to 

the achievement of the NSF’s strategic goal targets. This 

cause-effect assumption underpins the intended Theory 

of Change of the NSF illustrated in Figure 4-1. The figure 

shows that the NSF focus for the period was directed 

towards four areas, i.e. the unemployed workforce, the 

employed workforce, enabling PSET environment, and the 

organisation itself. Therefore, the strategies and interven-

tions that the organisation has devised for the strategic 

period under review were directed towards these four 

focus areas. 

Given the impacts, outcomes and activities outlined in the 

strategic plans, the intended results chain and logic of the 

NSF can be articulated as follows: 

IF 

the NSF funds initiatives and programmes that 

develop the skills of 

the unemployed in priority occupations; rural skills; 

skills in SMMEs and cooperatives; and skills for 

community-based initiatives 

and

of the employed workers and owners of SMMEs and 

cooperatives 

SO THAT

the funded learners acquire employment (or self-em-

ployment) within two years after completion of their 

training and the workforce is better able to understand 

the challenges facing the economy

AND IF ALSO

the NSF funds the development and capacity building 

of the PSET system; skills infrastructure development; 

and skills development research, communication and 

innovation

AS WELL AS

improves the efficiency and effectiveness of the 

organisation through organisational structure and 

technology 

SO THAT

the PSET system becomes expanded, integrated and 

more effective

THEN 

the country will have a skilled and capable workforce 

for an inclusive growth path 

LEADING TO 

contribution towards creating employment (and from 

2018/2019 – improving the employability of citizens) 

and reducing inequality and poverty. 
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Acquired employment (or self- 
employment) by funded learners 

within 1-2 years

Implied outcome: A workforce that is better able 
to understand the challenges facing the economic 

sectors in which they operate

Expanded, more effective and 
integrated PSET system

Development and 
capacity building of 

the PSET system

Development of 
skills towards 

priority 
occupations 

Unemployed 
workforce 

development

Employed 
workforce 

development

Enabling 
environment 
development 

Organisational 
development 

Impact OutcomesActivitiesAssumption 

Skills infrastructure 
development

Development of 
skills in rural areas & 

for community-based 
initiatives  

Worker 
education

Skills Development 
Research, Innovation 
and Communication

Development of skills required by SMMEs 
and co-operatives and individuals 
through SMMEs and cooperatives 

Contribute towards creating employment (from 2018/2019 - improving employability 
of citizens) and reducing inequality and poverty

A skilled and capable workforce for an inclusive growth path

Legend:

Improve 
NSF’s 

efficiency 
and 

effectiveness 
through 

improved 
org. 

structure 
and 

technology 

Figure 4-1: NSF Theory of Change as intended
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From the above, the change that would be required to 

derive the ultimate goal was the creation of “a skilled 

and capable workforce for an inclusive growth path” in 

the country. This outcome, in turn, was envisaged to be 

achieved by successfully improving the employability 

of the learners and the overall development of the PSET 

system. Notably, in the 2018/2019 financial year, the final 

outcome of the NSF was changed from “contribute to-

wards creating employment and reducing inequality and 

poverty” to “contribute towards improving the employ-

ability of citizens and reducing inequality and poverty”. 

The improvement of the employability of learners, 

measured by the leaners attaining employment within 

two years after completing their training, was envisaged 

by successfully implementing activities targeting the 

unemployed and self-employed or business owners. The 

change in the employability of the unemployed popula-

tion was envisaged through the implementation of skills 

development initiatives focusing on the priority occupa-

tions, individuals residing in the rural areas, individuals 

employed by CBIs, SMMEs and cooperatives. The change 

in the employability of the individuals who were already 

employed or run their own businesses or cooperatives 

was envisaged through the provision of business skills. 

In addition to the above, the NSF also intended to focus 

on worker education; however, the pursued intermediate 

outcome related to these activities was not clear from the 

strategic plans. As revealed through engagements, worker 

education was intended to contribute to the develop-

ment of a workforce that was better able to understand 

the challenges facing the economic sectors in which they 

operate.

The intermediate outcome that focuses on creating an 

expanded, integrated and more effective PSET system was 

planned to be achieved through the implementation of 

two sets of activities – one focusing on the improvement 

of the NSF as an organisation and another on the enabling 

environment. The former set of activities encompassed 

interventions that aimed to increase the efficiency and ef-

fectiveness of the organisation, while the latter comprised 

three workstreams – development and capacity building 

of PSET, development of the skills infrastructure, and 

undertaking research, innovation and communication for 

skills development purposes.  

As mentioned earlier, the above Theory of Change for 

the NSF was reconstructed based on the information 

contained in the strategic documents. However, following 

engagements with the NSF key informants and three 

rounds of validation workshops it became clear that 

the Theory of Change for the NSF during 2015/2016-

2019/2020 in practice was more complex and contained 

causalities and interdependencies that were not clearly 

articulated in its original outcome map. How the intended 

Theory of Change was translated in practice is discussed 

in the next section.

4.2	 NSF THEORY OF CHANGE - AS IMPLEMENTED IN PRACTICE

Figure 4-2 illustrates the NSF Theory of Change in prac-

tice recreated during the study following numerous 

engagements with the NSF representatives and external 

stakeholders.

The ultimate goal that the NSF aims to achieve was to “con-

tribute towards reducing inequality and poverty among 

the households of the funded unemployed beneficiaries 

(including those in rural areas and among communities) 

and SMME/cooperative owners and managers”. Given the 

activities outlined in the strategic plan of the NSF for the 

analysed period, the results chain and logic of the NSF’s 

achievement of the above-mentioned goal can be artic-

ulated as follows: 
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IF 

the NSF builds internal institutional (NSF) capacity through human capital development and the use 

of technology  

SO THAT

it can effectively and efficiently 

fund and manage projects and initiatives focusing on the expansion of the skills infrastructure, 

growing the education and training capacity and breadth of the system, as well as fund research, 

development and innovation to enable better PSET system planning and policy formulation,

THEN

skills infrastructure is built and PSET capacity is developed,

LEADING TO

the PSET system expanding and becoming more effective and integrated, 

THUS ENABLING 

the completion of skills development objectives; 

and if the NSF builds internal institutional (NSF) capacity

b
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SO THAT

it is also able to effectively and efficiently 

fund education and training programmes to develop skills in occupations that are of high priority in 

the country, skills needed in community-based initiatives, and (business) skills among SMMEs and 

cooperatives, while prioritising skills development in rural areas 

SO THAT

the funded learners, especially those from rural areas and the youth, who were previously unem-

ployed or are first entrants into the labour market, acquire employment (or self-employment) within 

two years 

AND 

benefiting SMMEs and cooperatives, especially those from rural areas, increasing their revenue and 

creating new employment opportunities; 

and if the NSF builds internal institutional (NSF) capacity
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SO THAT

it is also able to effectively and efficiently 

fund constituency capacity building and related research to advocate for and inform the human 

resource development and skills strategies

RESULTING IN

constituency representatives contributing meaningfully to the HRDSA II and NSDS III and actively 

shaping implementation nationally and sectorally in the interests of their members

AND 

fund education and training of worker representatives to advance workers’ rights within a develop-

mental framework

RESULTING IN

worker representatives making a strong case for socio-economic improvements for workers within 

a developmental framework in negotiations with employers and engage in national political and 

economic policy debates,

THEN 

South Africa will have access to a skilled and capable workforce for an inclusive growth path, 

ENABLING

the improvement of the standard of living of learners and their households 

AND LEADING TO

the NSF contributing towards reducing inequality and poverty among the households of the funded 

unemployed beneficiaries (including those in rural areas and among communities) and SMME/

cooperative owners and managers.
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Figure 4-2: NSF recreated TOC for the period between 2015/2016 and 2019/2020 

Ultimate goal/
impact

Implied outcome

Outcome as per 
StratPlan

Output

Activity

Input

Problem 
Statement

Enablers

Assumptions

Standard of living of learners and their households improved 

Acquired employment /self employment within 1-2 years by previously unemployed/first 
entrants learners, especially from rural areas and the youth

Learners completing 
training and capable 
of working in priority 

occupations

Funding of education and 
training programmes to 

develop skills in occupations 
that are of high priority in the 

country 

Funding of education and 
learning programmes to 
develop skills needed in 

community-based initiatives 

Funding of education and 
training programmes to 

develop skills of SMMEs and 
co-operatives 

Learners from rural 
areas completing 

training

Learners 
completing 

training and acquire 
skills needed in 

community based 
initiatives

SSMEs and cooper-
atives benefited from 

skills development 
initiative

Owners and managers 
of SMMEs and coopera-
tives complete training 

Skills infrastructure built

Funding (mainly) 
and management of 

projects and initiatives 
at expanding the skills 

infrastructure

•	 Improved employability (skills)
•	 Improved opportunity to find work - rural and urban
•	 Improved ability to become self-employed
•	 Improved capacity to earn income 

•	 Partner organisations identify learners (as per seven key development and transforma-
tive imperatives) and institutions where skills need to be provided

•	 Education and training institutions enroll learners into their programmes and set up 
mechanisms to ensure they complete these programmes

•	 Funded learners are committed to completing the programme they enroll in

•	 Improved skills to run and 
grow business

cooperatives increase their 
revenue and create new 

employment opportunities, 
especially from rural areas

•	 Improved sustainable monthly income and/or increased chances for promotion/career 
growth 

•	 The PSET system caters for 
different needs - spatially 
and context wise

•	 Education and training 
offered are of highest 
quality

•	 Improved interaction 
among stakeholders, 
especially with respect to 
placement 

•	 Articulation between HEI, 
FET institutions and skills 
development programmes 

Prioritisation of funding to target skills development in rural areas 

NSF contributed towards reducing inequality and poverty among the households of the funded unemployed beneficiaries 
(including those in rural areas and among communities) and SMME/cooperative owners and managers 

                                                                                     A skilled and capable workforce for an inclusive growth path

Adequate projects identified by
DHET, QCTO and other PSET
stakeholders to build capacity
and develop skills infrastructure
contracts signed

                                                                                               NSF is efficient and effective in performing its functions

                                                 Building internal institutional (NSF) capacity through human capital development and use of technology

IN
PU

TS

•	 Finance (gathered through levies) •	 Human resources •	 ICT system •	 Assets

PR
O

BL
EM

•	 Increasing unemployment rate, particularly among the youth and in communities
•	 Mismatch between skills offered (type and geography) and demanded - structural 

unemployment
•	 Limited opportunities for educational and skills development in rural areas
•	 Lack of business skills among SMMEs 
•	 Limited access by certain population groups to education and training

•	 A need to build the capacity of trade unions to engage employers and government for socio-economic 
justice for workers 

•	 Red tape and bureaucratic processes that affect delivery of results
•	 Underfunded PS ET system that does not have the capacity & spatial coverage to accommodate the 

population and enable quality of education to be obtained 
•	 Weak linkages between employers and education system to better respond to the needs 
•	 Limited data to plan accordingly
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Figure 4-2: NSF recreated TOC for the period between 2015/2016 and 2019/2020 

NSF contributed towards reducing inequality and poverty among the households of the funded unemployed beneficiaries 
(including those in rural areas and among communities) and SMME/cooperative owners and managers 

Expanded more 
effective and 

integrated PSET 
system

Constituency representatives 
contribute meaningfully to 

the HRDSA II and NSDS Ill and 
actively shape implementation 
nationally and sectorally in the 

interests of their members 

Worker representatives make a strong case for 
socio-economic improvements for workers within 
a developmental framework in negotiations with 
employers and engage in national political and 

economic policy debates 

PSET capacity 
development

Number of CCBA initiatives 
undertaken; number of research 

advocacy interventions 
conducted to inform HRDSSA 

and NSDS; number of individuals 
participating in CCBA 

Number of worker representatives educated 
through worker education programmes 

Funding (direct or 
reimbursement) and 

in some instances 
management of projects 

aimed at growing the 
educational and training 
capacity and breadth of 

the system 

Funding of research, 
development and 

innovation to enable better 
PSET system planning and 

policy formulation

Funding of constituency capacity 
building and related research 

to advocate for and inform the 
human resource development 

and skills strategies 

Fund education and training of worker 
representatives to advance workers’ rights within a 

developmental framework 

                                                                                     A skilled and capable workforce for an inclusive growth path

•	 Greater par-
ticipation 
in the PSET 
system

•	 PSET system better 
informed and 
planning improved

Projects, research reports 
and training materials are 

developed timeously

•	 More worker representatives access 
appropriate WE

•	 Better knowledge of economic terms, labour 
laws principles of the development estate 
labour theory and economics

•	 WE leads to Improved TU organising skills 
and negotiating capabilities

•	 R&D leads to improved WE knowledge and 
materials are developed and/or accredited 

Adequate projects identified by
DHET, QCTO and other PSET
stakeholders to build capacity
and develop skills infrastructure
contracts signed

                                                                                               NSF is efficient and effective in performing its functions

                                                 Building internal institutional (NSF) capacity through human capital development and use of technology

IN
PU

TS

•	 Finance (gathered through levies) •	 Human resources •	 ICT system •	 Assets

PR
O

BL
EM

•	 Increasing unemployment rate, particularly among the youth and in communities
•	 Mismatch between skills offered (type and geography) and demanded - structural 

unemployment
•	 Limited opportunities for educational and skills development in rural areas
•	 Lack of business skills among SMMEs 
•	 Limited access by certain population groups to education and training

•	 A need to build the capacity of trade unions to engage employers and government for socio-economic 
justice for workers 

•	 Red tape and bureaucratic processes that affect delivery of results
•	 Underfunded PS ET system that does not have the capacity & spatial coverage to accommodate the 

population and enable quality of education to be obtained 
•	 Weak linkages between employers and education system to better respond to the needs 
•	 Limited data to plan accordingly

•	 Constituencies drive the 
capacity building work

•	 LSO’s and partners conduct relevant 
research and provide quality and relevant 
programmes that address socio-economic 
content and capabilities and skills
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From the above, the change that was required to derive 

the ultimate goal is the creation of “a skilled and capable 

workforce for an inclusive growth path” that will enable the 

improvement of the standard of living of learners and their 

households. This outcome was envisaged to be achieved by 

the NSF focusing on three critical areas, namely the PSET 

system, the skills development programmes, and workers 

education, where:

•	 The focus on the PSET system involved funding and 

managing of projects that were aimed at building the 

capacity of the system and improving its integration and 

effectiveness; 

•	 The focus on skills development involved the provision 

of funds to enable learners, SMMEs and cooperatives, 

especially those from rural areas, to attain and improve 

the skills that would increase their employability and 

businesses’ growth prospects; and

•	 The focus on workers education involved funding the 

training of workers, research, and constituency capacity 

building to enable, among others, the participation of 

workers in various policy debates and more meaningful 

contribution of constituencies in the formulation and 

implementation of skills development and human 

resource development objectives of the country.  

 

In practice, the NSF Theory of Change assumed that 

enabling the capacity building of constituencies through 

the provision of funding facilitated greater participation of 

consistencies in the PSET system, which in turn contributed 

towards its better integration. Research, development, and 

innovation initiatives funded by the NSF envisaged assisting 

in identifying the needs of the PSET system and contributing 

to better planning for capacity building of the PSET system, 

which was also to be funded by the NSF. NSF-funded 

interventions towards post-school training and educational 

capacity building addressed imbalances created due to 

historical sector-based allocation of resources, while the 

funding of skills infrastructure enabled the implementation 

of skills development programmes in the localities that had 

been previously underserviced due to poor planning. 

It is thus clear that the better-integrated, expanded and 

more effective PSET system was a precursor for the success-

ful implementation of skills development programmes that 

the NSF funds. Building PSET infrastructure and its capacity 

was envisaged to assist in improved access to education 

and training by the labour force in all parts of the country, 

including rural areas, and provide skills development and 

training that responded to the needs of the South African 

economy. These needs specifically refer to the skills in priori-

ty occupations, skills for CBIs, and skills required to build and 

grow SMMEs and cooperatives. 

The above illustrates that through the provision of funding, 

the NSF was positioned to catalyse the development and 

improvement of the PSET system in South Africa. It was 

also set to increase the employability of the labour force, 

particularly in rural areas, thus addressing the shortcomings 

of the skills development programmes implemented prior 

to 2015. However, as with any organisation, the NSF’s ability 

to successfully implement its objectives was dependent on 

its internal capacity and capability. Thus, building internal 

capacity to ensure the NSF efficiently and effectively imple-

ments its functions was the underlying condition for all NSF 

objectives to come to fruition.

Considering the above, a few critical assumptions under-

pinned the Theory of Change of the NSF for the period 

between 2015/2016 and 2019/2020, the realisation of which 

were likely to significantly influence the outcomes:

•	 Firstly, to implement its activities effectively and de-

ficiently, the NSF needed to build its human resource 

capacity and ICT infrastructure. Without adequate 

human capital and ICT infrastructure, the allocation of 

funds and management of projects by the NSF would 

be jeopardised, creating a risk of underperformance or 

underachievement of objectives set in the NSDS III and 

other strategies. 

•	 Secondly, to ensure that the expansion of skills infra-

structure and the building of education and training 

capacity of the PSET system led to the integration, 

expansion, and effectiveness of the system, better 

PSET system planning, policy formulation, and greater 

participation of constituencies in the PSET system were 

required. Without adequate knowledge of the needs 

of the system, the allocation of funds was likely to be 

sub-optimal and reduce the rate at which the PSET was 

expanded and became better integrated and more 

effective. Thus, investment in research, development 

and innovation was critical to ensure the effective and 

efficient allocation of funds. 

•	 To increase the throughput of learners through the skills 

development programmes, access to the expanded, 

integrated, and effective PSET system and funding 

were required. However, the ability of a learner to suc-

cessfully complete education and training programmes 

also relied on the commitment of the learner and the 

learning institution’s capability to support the learner 

throughout their studies, which was beyond the NSF’s 

control. Without commitment by the learners and 

education institutions’ support, the funds allocated by 

the NSF towards skills development programmes would 

risk a sub-optimal creation of a skilled and capable 

workforce.
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5.	 ASSESSMENT OF RELEVANCE AND COHERENCE 

This chapter serves to introduce the policy framework 

within which the NSF operates and indicate the alignment 

of the NSF mandate and strategic objectives with govern-

ment’s priorities outlined in various strategic documents. 

This analysis assists in determining the relevance of the 

NSF. In addition, the chapter examines the coherence 

of the NSF Theory of Change with the NSDS III Theory 

of Change and WP-PSET vision to respond to evaluation 

questions “Is the NSF Theory of Change in line with the 

theory of change underpinning the NSDS III and the 

PSET Theory of Change?”, “Is there coherence, align-

ment or disjuncture between the theories of change for 

the PSET System and the NSDS III?”, and “To what extent 

is the Theory of Change that underpins the NSF consistent 

with the vision set out in the WP-PSET?”

5.1	 POLICY RELEVANCE OF THE NSF  

The NSF policy and legislative framework during the 

analysed period comprised the legislation that led to 

the establishment of the NSF and defined its mandate 

as well as policy and strategic documents that outlined 

overarching priorities for government and specific areas 

of interventions relating to skills and human resource 

development in the country. As indicated in Figure 5-1, 

these included the overarching government strategic 

documents such as the NDP 2030, the National Growth 

Path (NGP) 2011, and the IPAPs, as well as sector-focused 

strategies such as NSDS III and HRDSSA II. 

 

Prescribes the 

functions and 

administrative 

arrangements 

for the NSF. 

Requires the 

NSF to be 

credited with 

20% of SDL.

Sets out 

specific 

interventions 

to enhance 

skills develop-

ment in the 

workplace, 

among the 

unemployed 

and for future 

labour market 

participants.  

Established the 

financing mech-

anism (SDL), 

prescribes the 

levy collection 

process and 

sets limits for 

administrative 

expenditure. 

Develop a 

skilled and 

capable 

workforce to 

support an 

inclusive 

growth path.

Sets out 

strategies to 

improve the 

capacity of the 

PSET system 

to ensure an 

integrated 

system, which 

meets the 

needs of South 

Africa 

Makes critical 

commitments 

towards 

improving the 

PSET system 

and enhancing 

skills develop-

ment among 

workers, the 

unemployed 

and within the 

public sector

Skills 
Development 

Act (1998)

Skills 
Development 

Levy (1999)

WP-PSET, 
2013

NSDS III, 
2011

MTSF, 
Outcome 5

HRDSSA II, 
2010-2030

NGP, 2011

NSF guiding policy and legislative 
documents NSF guiding strategic documents

IPAPNDP 2030

Figure 5-1: Core NSF policy and legislative framework applicable to 2015/2016–2019/2020

As mentioned earlier, the establishment of the NSF (along with the NSA and SETAs) was evoked by the SDA No. 
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97 of 1998, which set out the institutional and financial 

framework to devise and implement national, sectoral 

and workplace strategies to develop and improve the 

skills of the South African workforce. Throughout the Act, 

reference is made to workers defined as “an employee, an 

unemployed person and a work-seeker”. This suggests 

that the SDA referred to a worker as an individual com-

prising a workforce, which includes both employed and 

unemployed individuals looking for work. The focus on 

developing a workforce was reiterated in Outcome 5 of 

the 2009–2014 administration, which remained a priority 

for the 2015-2020 Medium-Term Strategic Framework 

(MTSF) period. 

Outcome 5 of the 2015-2020 MTSF focused on the de-

velopment of “a skilled and capable workforce to support 

an inclusive growth path”. Coordination and implementa-

tion of this outcome at a technical and strategic level were 

assigned to the DHET, which released the NSDS III in 2011 

as the implementation framework for Outcome 5. 

The overarching goal of the NSDS III is to improve the 

effectiveness and efficiency of skills development in the 

country. The strategy also focuses on promoting career 

development and sustainable employment, increasing 

access to occupationally-directed programmes, the 

continuous upgrading of skills in the workforce, and im-

proving literacy and numeracy among young adults. 

The NSDS III puts forward eight goals to deliver relevant, 

high-quality and sustainable skills programmes that alle-

viate poverty reduction and inequality. These goals and 

associated outcomes and outputs, as outlined in the NSDS 

III, are listed in Table 5-1. 

Table 5-1: NSDS III review and linked to it NSF SOs

Goal Outcome Output Relevant 
NSF SOs

4.1 Establishing 

a credible 

institutional 

mechanism for 

skills planning

4.1.1 National need in 

relation to skills devel-

opment is researched, 

documented and com-

municated to enable 

effective planning

4.1.1.1 Capacity is established within the DHET to 

coordinate research and skills planning.

SO6 

SO8

4.1.1. 2 Sector skills plans are professionally 

researched, provide a sound analysis of the sector 

and articulate an agreed sector strategy to address 

skills needs.

-

4.1.1. 3 Sector and nationally commissioned research 

and data are analysed, validated and captured in an 

integrated database that is accessible to stakeholders.

SO6 

SO8

4.2 Increasing 

access to  

occupationally- 

directed  

programmes

4.2.1 Middle-level skills 

needs are identified 

and addressed in all 

sectors

4.2.1.1 SETAs research and identify middle-level skills 

needs in their sectors and put in place strategies to 

address them, particularly through the use of the 

public FET colleges and universities of technology 

working in partnership with employers providing 

workplace-based training.

-

4.2.1.2 Projects are established to address mid-

dle-level skills in each sector.

-

4.2.2 10,000 artisans 

per year qualify with 

relevant skills and find 

employment

4.2.2.1 SETAs establish projects and partnerships 

to enable the relevant number of artisans for their 

sector to be trained, to qualify and become work-

ready.

SO1

4.2.2.2 The National Artisan Development Project de-

veloped by JIPSA and now located in the DHET and 

M&E framework is planned, managed and reported 

on, with interventions made where blockages occur.

SO1
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Goal Outcome Output Relevant 
NSF SOs

4.2 Increasing 

access to  

occupationally- 

directed  

programmes

4.2.3 High-level nation-

al scarce skills needs 

are being addressed by 

work-ready graduates 

from higher education 

institutions

4.2.3.1 Sector skills plans identify the supply chal-

lenges in relation to high-level scarce skills gaps and 

set out strategies for addressing them.

-

4.2.3.2 Agreements are entered into between SETAs, 

university faculties and other stakeholders on 

appropriate interventions to support improved entry 

to priority programmes, increased work experience 

and experiential learning for students and access to 

post-graduate work.

SO1

4.2.4 Relevant research 

and development and 

innovation capacity 

is developed and 

innovative research 

projects established

4.2.4.1 Sector skills plans identify the focal areas for 

research, innovation and development.

-

4.2.4.2 Agreements are entered into between SETAs, 

university faculties and other stakeholders on 

flagship research projects linked to sector develop-

ment in a knowledge economy.

SOB

4.2.4.3 Programmes are put in place that focus on 

the skills needed to produce research that will be 

relevant and have an impact on the achievement of 

economic and skills development goals.

SOB

4.3 Promoting 

the growth of 

a public FET 

college system 

that is respon-

sive to sector, 

local, regional 

and national 

skills needs and 

priorities

4.3 1 The National 

Certificate (Vocational) 

and N-courses are 

recognised by employ-

ers as important base 

qualifications through 

which young people 

are obtaining additional 

vocational skills and 

work experience, 

entering the labour 

market with marketable 

skills, and obtaining 

employment

4.3 1.1 The NCV is reviewed with inputs from 

stakeholders and the curriculum is revised to ensure 

that it provides a sound foundational basis for 

building labour market-relevant skills.

-

4.3 1.2 The programmes offered to meet industry 

needs, including those supporting apprenticeships 

and N-courses, are reviewed, updated and made 

available to and accessed by employers.

-

4.3.2 Partnerships 

between DHET, SETAs, 

employers, private pro-

viders and public FET 

colleges are resulting 

in increased capacity 

to meet industry needs 

throughout the country

4.3 2.1 The capacity of FET colleges to provide 

quality vocational training is reviewed. Each college 

has a strategic plan in place to build capacity and 

engage in skills development programmes, including 

programmes offered in partnership with employers.

SO6

4.3 2.2 SETAs identify FET colleges with relevant 

programmes and put in place partnerships to offer 

vocational courses and work experience for college 

learners.

-

4.3.3 The academic staff 

at colleges are able to 

offer relevant education 

and training of the 

required quality

4.3.3.1 The capacity of college educators to deliver 

programmes is reviewed. Skills development pro-

grammes, including work placement opportunities, 

are devised to meet the needs of college educators.

SO6
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Goal Outcome Output Relevant 
NSF SOs

4.4 Addressing 

the low level 

of youth and 

adult language 

and numeracy 

skills to enable 

additional 

training

4.4.1 A national 

strategy is in place 

to provide all young 

people leaving school 

with an opportunity 

to engage in training 

or work experience, 

and improve their 

employability

4.4.1.1 A DHET-led process, including stakeholders, 

develops a strategy supported by all stakeholders.

-

4.4.1.2 A national database tracks training and work 

opportunities, and reports on the implementation of 

the strategy.

SO10

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.

SO1

4.5 Encouraging 

better use 

of work-

place-based 

skills develop-

ment

4.5.1 Training of 

employed workers 

addresses critical skills, 

enabling improved 

productivity, economic 

growth and the ability 

of the workforce to 

adapt to change in the 

labour market

4.5.1.1 SETA stakeholders agree on the provision 

of substantial quality programmes for employed 

workers and report on the impact of the training.

-

4.5.1.2 Sector projects are put in place to address 

specific sector skills gaps.

-

4.5.1.3 Cross-sectoral projects are established to 

address skills needs along local supply chains aimed 

at supporting local economic development.

-

4.6 Encour-

aging and 

supporting co-

operatives, small 

enterprises, 

worker-initiated, 

NGO and com-

munity training 

initiatives

4.6.1 Cooperatives 

supported with 

skills training and 

development expand 

and contribute to 

sector economic and 

employment growth

4.6.1.1 SETAs identify in their skills planning research, 

established and emergent cooperatives and their 

skills needs

SO3

4.6.1.2 Sector projects are established by sector 

stakeholders, supported by the NSF.

SO2-SO4

4.6.1.3 A national database of cooperatives support-

ed with skills development is established and the 

impact of training reported on.

SO3

4.6.2 Partnership 

projects to provide 

training and develop-

ment support to small 

businesses are estab-

lished in all sectors and 

their impact reported 

on

4.6.2.1 SETAs, through their skills planning research, 

identify the skills needs of small and emerging 

businesses in their sector, and promote relevant 

programmes.

SO3

4.6.2.2 Sector projects are developed that are 

piloted by SETAs and expanded through partnership 

funding.

-

4.6.2.3 A national database of small businesses 

supported with skills development is established and 

the impact of training reported on.

SO3

4.6.3 Worker, NGO and 

community-based 

education programmes 

are supported and their 

impact measured and 

reported on

4.6.3.3 Stakeholders expand successful projects with 

support from the NSF.

SO2-SO5

4.6.3.1 SETAs engage with trade unions, NGOs and 

community-based organisations in their sector and 

identify skills needs and strategies to address needs.

SO5

4.6.3.2 SETAs establish quality pilot projects. -
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Goal Outcome Output Relevant 
NSF SOs

4.7 Increasing 

public sector 

capacity for 

improved 

service delivery 

and supporting 

the building of a 

developmental 

state

4.7.1 A thorough 

analysis and reflection 

is conducted on 

provision of education 

and training within 

the public sector and 

the contribution of the 

various role-players

4.7.1.1 SETAs with responsibility for public sector 

training conduct analysis and reflection on achieve-

ments and challenges.

-

4.7.1.2 DHET leads a discussion on factors impacting 

on provision and publishes proposals on improving 

the institutional framework for public sector 

education and training.

-

4.7.2 Education and 

training plans for the 

public sector are re-

vised and programmes 

are implemented to 

build capacity

4.7.2.1 Sector skills plans set out the capacity needs 

of relevant departments and entities.

-

4.7.1.2 Plans and funding arrangements are agreed 

upon between the relevant departments/entities and 

the SETAs, and are reported on.

-

4.8 Building 

career and 

vocational 

guidance

4.8.1 Career paths 

are mapped to 

qualifications in all 

sectors and sub-sectors, 

and communicated 

effectively, contributing 

to improved relevance 

of training and greater 

mobility and progres-

sion

4.8.1.1 Career guides are developed with labour 

market information from SETAs, addressing sub-sec-

tors within their sector.

-

4.8.1.2 Sector stakeholders are engaged and 

programmes are adjusted to meet the skills and 

qualification needs to promote comprehensive 

career development.

SO1-SO6 

SO8

A comparison of the NSDS III pursued outputs with the NSF 

strategic objectives over the period between 2015/2016 

and 2019/2020 presented above suggests that during 

the analysed period the NSF was meant to contribute to 

all goals of the NSDS III except for Goal 4.5: Encouraging 

better use of workplace-based skills development. This 

means that the NSF’s strategic priorities for the analysed 

period towards skills development in priority occupations, 

in rural areas, of SMMEs and cooperatives, as well as for 

CBIs all stem from the direction set by the DHET through 

the NSDS III. It also means that the focus on worker edu-

cation by the NSF also comes from the NSDS III outcome 

4.6.3: “SETAs are required to engage with trade unions, 

and establish quality pilot projects in worker education,” 

while it is left to the NSF to provide support to enable 

“stakeholders to expand successful projects”. The NSF’s 

focus on building the capacity and capability of the PSET 

system to enable the attainment of skills development 

throughout the country also finds its root in the NSDS III 

pursued goals. 

Since the NSDS III is the implementation framework for 

Outcome 5, and since it is clear that the achievement of 

the NSF’s strategic objectives defined for the 2015/2016-

2019/2020 period was meant to contribute to the majority 

of the NSDS III goals, by extension, the NSF also aligned 

with Outcome 5.  Indeed, as illustrated in Table 5-2, seven 

out of ten strategic objectives of the NSF for the period 

between 2015/2016 to 2019/2020 took root from the out-

puts specified for Outcome 5. Furthermore, a review of the 

NSF outcome-orientated performance indicators for the 

period between 2015/2016 and 2019/2020 suggests that 

the NSF outcome indicators are all based on Outcome 5.
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Table 5-2: Outcome 5 commitments and linked to it NSF Strategic Objectives (SOs)

Programmes Strategic Objectives
Establish a credible institutional mechanism for skills 

planning, which includes the provision of information 

with regard to the demand and supply of skills, as well 

as a career guidance system for the country.

SO6: An expanded, integrated and effective PSET system 

and SO8: Skills Development Research, Innovation and 

Communication

Increase access to programmes leading to intermediate 

and high-level learning, including the raising of skill 

levels of both youth and adults to access training.

SO1: Skills development towards priority occupations;  

SO2: Rural skills development; SO3: SMME and coopera-

tive skills development; and  SO4: Community-based skills 

developmentIncrease access to occupationally-directed programmes 

in needed areas and thereby expanding the availability 

of intermediate-level skills, with a special focus on 

artisan skills and other mid-level skills.
Increase access to high-level occupationally-directed 

programmes in needed areas such as engineering, 

health sciences, natural and physical sciences, as well as 

increasing the graduate output of teachers.

SO1: Skills development towards priority occupations

Increase research, development and innovation in 

human capital for a growing knowledge economy, 

with a particular focus on post-graduate degrees, 

deepening industry and university partnerships, as well 

as increased investment into research development and 

innovation, especially in the areas of science, engineer-

ing and technology.

SO8: Skills Development Research, Innovation and 

Communication

The NSDS III was informed by, among others, the HRDSSA 

II. As a coordination framework, the HRDSSA II makes 

eight critical commitments towards improving the 

PSET system and enhancing skills development among 

workers, the unemployed, and within the public sector. 

These commitments are set out in Table 5-3, which also 

illustrates the strategic objectives of the NSF that talk to 

specific commitments made in the HRDSSA II, as outlined 

in the NSF Annual Performance Plan (APP) 2019/2020. 

Table 5-3: HRDSSA II commitments and linked to it NSF SOs

Commitment Relevant 
Strategic Priority

Linked NSF 
Strategic 

Objectives 
as per APP 
2019/2020 

Relevant 
NSF SOs 

identified in 
the review

To urgently overcome the short-

ages in the supply of people 

with the priority skills needed for 

the successful implementation 

of current strategies to achieve 

accelerated economic growth.

SP1.1 To accelerate training output in the priority 

areas of design, engineering and artisanship that 

is critical to the manufacturing, construction and 

cultural industries.

SO1 SO1

SP1.3 To accelerate the number of new training 

graduates in priority economic sectors identified 

in ASGISA, the NIPF and IPAP.

To increase the number of 

appropriately skilled people to 

meet the demands of our current 

and emerging economic and 

social development priorities.

SP2.1 To ensure that skills development planning 

is credible, integrated, coordinated and respon-

sive to social and economic demands.

SO1 SO6 

SO8
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Commitment Relevant 
Strategic Priority

Linked NSF 
Strategic 

Objectives 
as per APP 
2019/2020 

Relevant 
NSF SOs 

identified in 
the review

To increase the number of 

appropriately skilled people to 

meet the demands of our current 

and emerging economic and 

social development priorities.

SP2.2 To ensure that skills development pro-

grammes are demand-led through substantive 

and systematic input from employers in the 

determination of skills demands for the country.

SO1 SO1

SP2.3 To improve the employment outcomes of 

post-school education and training programmes

SO1-SO4

SP2.4 To ensure that FET and HET are responsive 

to the skills demands arising from South Africa’s 

social and economic development imperatives

SO1-SO4 

SO6-SO7

To ensure improved universal access to quality basic education and schooling (up 

to Grade 12) that is purposefully focused on achieving a dramatic improvement 

in education outcomes for the poor; that is focused on equipping learners with 

optimal capacity for good citizenship; and pursuing post-school vocational 

education and training or employment.

- SO2 

SO4

To urgently implement skills 

development programmes 

that are purposefully aimed at 

equipping recipients/citizens 

with requisite skills to overcome 

related scourges of poverty and 

unemployment.

SP4.1 To ensure that unemployed adults, 

especially women, have access to skills develop-

ment programmes which are explicitly designed 

to promote employment and income-promoting 

outcomes.

- SO2-4 

SO6

SP4.2 To ensure that all unemployed adults have 

access to training opportunities in literacy and 

ABET.
SP4.3 To accelerate the participation and 

graduation rates in FET and HET of learners 

coming from poor families or households.

SO2-4

To ensure that young people 

have access to education and 

training that enhances opportu-

nities and increases their chances 

of success in further vocational 

training and sustainable 

employment.

SP5.1 To accelerate the implementation of 

training programmes for the youth which are 

focused on employment creation.

- SO1-SO4

SP5.2 To leverage public and private sector 

programmes to create employment opportuni-

ties and work experience for new entrants into 

the labour market.

-

SP5.3 To improve the coverage and efficacy 

of vocational guidance and labour market 

information in a manner that promotes the 

optimal uptake of training and employment 

opportunities available to the youth.

SO6-SO8

To improve the technological 

and innovation capability and 

outcomes within the public and 

private sectors to enhance our 

competitiveness in the global 

economy and to meet our 

human development priorities.

SP6.1 To increase the number of skilled 

personnel in areas of science, engineering and 

technology.

- SO1

SP6.2 To improve South Africa’s performance in 

areas of teaching, research, innovation and the 

commercial application of high-level science, 

engineering and technology knowledge.

SO1 

SO8
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Commitment Relevant 
Strategic Priority

Linked NSF 
Strategic 

Objectives 
as per APP 
2019/2020 

Relevant 
NSF SOs 

identified in 
the review

To ensure that the public sector 

has the capability to meet the 

strategic priorities of the South 

African Developmental State

SP7.1 To improve the credibility and impact 

of training in the public sector by improving 

service delivery.

- SO5-SO6

We will establish effective and 

efficient planning capabilities 

in the relevant departments 

and entities for the successful 

implementation of the HRDSSA

SP8.1 To improve the credibility, validity, utility 

and integrity of the various data and manage-

ment information systems which are vital for 

successful planning and implementation of the 

HRD-SA.

- SO9-SO10

The above table shows that among the eight commit-

ments outlined in the HRDSSA II, only two were directly 

incorporated into the NSF strategic plans, namely: Com-

mitment One (We will urgently overcome the shortages 

in the supply of people with the priority skills needed) 

and Commitment Two (We will increase the number of 

appropriately skilled people to meet the demands of our 

current and emerging economic and social development 

priorities). Both commitments were considered under 

Strategic Objective 1: Skills development towards priority 

occupations. However, further review of the NSF strategic 

objectives over the analysed period revealed that the 

alignment between the NSF strategic objectives and the 

HRDSSA II extends beyond the above-mentioned two 

commitments. 

Although the strategic documents of the NSF do not 

explicitly state in the justification of certain strategic 

objectives that they were devised due to a specific com-

mitment made in the HRDSSA II, since the NSF strategic 

objectives are aligned with the NSDS III, as indicated in the 

previous section, and the formulation of the latter has been 

“informed and guided” by the HRDSSA II (DHET, 2011) and 

other overarching government programmes, it is expected 

that the NSF strategic objectives would indirectly align 

with the HRDSSA II. More specifically, the NSDS III (DHET, 

2011) calls for all commitments made by the HRDSSA II 

to be reflected, among others, in the NSF plans. Indeed, 

as indicated in Table 5-3, there is a link between at least 

one strategic objective of the NSF and every commitment 

made in the HRDSSA II. While the NSDS III and HRDSSA 

II provide the broad strategies for addressing the skills 

development and human resource development in the 

country, the desired future state of the post-school system 

and policy direction to achieve it are set out in WP-PSET. 

The WP-PSET was developed after the NSDS III and 

HRDSSA II. It set out priorities to improve the capacity of 

the PSET system to meet South Africa’s training, education 

and employment needs, which was envisaged to be done 

through, among others, the strengthening and improve-

ment of all PSET institutions (i.e. universities, colleges, 

SETAs, the NSF and statutory councils). As mentioned 

earlier in Chapter 3, the WP-PSET assigned the NSF a 

responsibility for the development of skills in alignment 

with national development strategies and priorities and to 

fund research and innovation that were not confined to a 

particular sector. The latter implies that the NSF could fund 

research that looked at the broader labour market than the 

specific sectors for which SETAs were responsible, broader 

trends in employment and the world of work, as well as 

research on how different industries related to each other. 

All of the responsibilities assigned by the WP-PSET for the 

NSF have found their way into the NSF strategic objectives 

for the period between 2015/2016 and 2019/2020. 

The NSDS III, WP-PSET and HRDSSA II are sector-specific 

and system-focused strategies that were born out of the 

priorities set out in the overarching government strategies 

such as NDP 2030 and NGP 2011. It is, therefore, logical to 

expect that the alignment of the NSF with sector-specific 

strategies would imply the relevance of the NSF focus in 

respect to the broader priorities of government during the 

analysed period. This became evident when examining the 

alignment of the NSF’s focus with NDP 2030 and NGP, as 

summarised in the next paragraphs. 

The NDP 2030, which was released in 2011, set out a 

plan to address the persistent challenges of poverty, 

unemployment, and inequality in the country. It identified 

three priorities to achieve its desired destination of among 

others, prosperity and equity, one being the improvement 

in the quality of education, skills development and innova-

tion. It set out to create 11 million new jobs by 2030, which 

was expected to be achieved through, among others, 

skills development and strengthening the functioning of 
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the labour market to improve skills acquisition, match job 

seekers and job openings, and reduce conflict.

To achieve it goals, it set out various objectives, which have 

been carried through to sector-specific strategies, includ-

ing the NSDS III. The review of these objectives and the 

priorities of the NSF during the analysed period revealed a 

notable alignment of the organisation’s activities with the 

NDP 2030 objectives. 

As indicated in  Table 5-4, the NSF skills development 

funding towards priority occupations and funding of 

post-graduate students in science, technology and 

innovation fields is meant to contribute towards the 

achievement of the NDP objectives that target the annual 

production of 30 000 artisans and improved knowledge 

outputs in the science, technology and innovation fields. 

The NSF, through its focus on building the capacity of the 

PSET system, is also meant to contribute to the expansion 

of the college system in the country and improvement of 

throughput rate in FET colleges. 

Table 5-4: NSF alignment with NDP 2030

NDP objective NSF contribution
Expand the college system with a focus on improving 

quality

Funding of projects focusing on TVET college system 

development, capacity building, support, and associated 

infrastructure development and refurbishment (SO6)
Improve the throughput rate at FET colleges to 75 per 

cent by 2030

Development of a Foundational Learning Programme 

(SO6)
Provide 1 million learning opportunities through 

Community Education and Training Centres

Funding of projects focusing on developing community 

college system and associated skills infrastructure develop-

ment and refurbishment (SO6 and SO7)
Produce 30 000 artisans per year Provision of funding towards priority occupations (SO1)
Increase enrolment at universities by at least 70 per 

cent by 2030 so that enrolments increase to about 1.62 

million from 950 000 in 2010

Funding education and training of learners through 

bursaries (SO1, SO2, SO3, and SO4) 

Increase the number of students eligible to study 

towards maths- and science-based degrees to 450 000 

by 2030

Funding education and training of learners through 

bursaries (SO1, SO2, SO3, and SO4)

Increase the percentage of PhD qualified staff in the 

higher education sector from the current 34 per cent to 

over 75 per cent by 2030

Funding of post-graduate bursaries aimed at science, 

technology and innovation (SO1)

Produce more than 100 doctoral graduates per million 

per year by 2030. That implies an increase from 1420 in 

2010 to well over 5000 a year

Funding of post-graduate bursaries aimed at science, 

technology and innovation (SO1)

Expand science, technology and innovation outputs 

by increasing research and development spending by 

government and through encouraging industry to do so

Funding of post-graduate bursaries aimed at science, 

technology and innovation (SO1)

The call for improvements in education and skill levels has 

also been iterated in the NGP 2011, which recognised 

these as prerequisites for improved performance of South 

Africa’s economy in terms of labour absorption, composi-

tion, and rate of growth. The NGP called for a radical review 

of the training system to address shortfalls in artisanal and 

technical skills, which was later reflected in the HRDSSA II 

(DED, 2011). It singled out the following groups of import-

ant economic skills that were identified to be in shortfall 

in the country at the time: engineers, artisans, workplace 

skills, and information and communication technology 

skills (DED, 2011). The NGP identified FET colleges to play a 

central role in providing important middle-skills for young 

people and called for the expansion of enrolment at these 

institutions of learning while ensuring a significant increase 

in graduation rates (DED, 2011). 

The NGP call has been taken up by the NSF evident from 

the pursued funding of interventions aimed at the devel-

opment of skills in priority occupations (SO1), expansion of 

the PSET system with a focus on TVET colleges (SO6 and 

SO7), and improvement of the quality of education through 

human resource development and capacity building at the 

training institutions (SO6). Similar to the strategies of the 

preceding documents, the IPAP, first published for the 

2014/15–2016/17 period and revised biannually thereafter, 
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is an industrial policy to improve the productivity at na-

tional, sectoral and enterprise level through the improved 

output of relevant skills, including engineers, designers 

and artisans in key economic sectors (dti, 2014). The IPAP 

outlined that there was a huge employment creation 

potential for unskilled and semi-skilled individuals in key 

productive sectors, using manufacturing and agriculture 

as examples (dti, 2014). A weak skills system and poor 

linkages in sectors, limiting innovation and value-adding 

throughputs were identified to be among various factors 

that constrained the development of South Africa’s econ-

omy and realising of the employment potential. The NSF 

responded to the strategies of the IPAP (dti, 2014) through 

the provision of funding for skill development for priority 

occupations (SO1) meant to fast-track productivity and 

domestic competitiveness of the industries. 

The above review of the alignment of the NSF with the over-

arching strategic documents such as NDP 2030 and NGP, 

as well as sector-specific strategies such as HRDSSA II and 

NSDS III, clearly illustrates the relevance of the NSF strategic 

objectives related to skills development for priority occupa-

tions, skills development for CBIs, and skills development 

of SMMEs, cooperatives and individuals in rural areas in 

the government’s pursuit of creating a skilled workforce 

to enable economic growth and development and job 

creation. The review also made it clear that the focus of 

the NSF on building the capacity of the PSET system’s TVET 

component through both human resource development 

and infrastructure development supported by adequate 

research, development and innovation was well aligned 

with government’s drive to redress the “inverted triangle” 

challenges in the PSET system. While most of the objectives 

of the NSF, as illustrated in Table 5-5, are aligned with 

multiple strategic documents, Worker Education startegic 

objective appears to be the only strategic objective of the 

NSF that stems from only two guiding documents – the 

NSDS III and WP-PSET. 

Table 5-5: NSF strategic objectives between 2015/2016 and 2019/2020

STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES NSDS 
III

HRDSSA 
II

Outcome 
5

WP-
PSET

NDP 
2030

NGP IPAP

SO1: Skills development towards priority occupations
SO2: Rural skills development
SO3: SMME and cooperative skills development
SO4: Community-based skills development
SO5: Worker education
SO6: An expanded, integrated and effective PSET 
system
SO7: Skills infrastructure development
SO8: Skills Development Research, Innovation and 
Communication

						    

The following sections of this chapter examine the coherence of the NSF recreated Theory of Change with the NSDS III 

Theory of Change. 

5.2	 NSF THEORY OF CHANGE COHERENCE WITH NSDS III THEORY OF CHANGE

The overlaying of the NSF Theory of Change, as imple-

mented in practice, with the NSDS III Theory of Change 

reconstructed in 2017, illustrates a coherence of NSF strate-

gic objectives with the national skills development vision. 

This is mapped in Figure 5-2, where the tinted blocks reflect 

the outputs, outcomes, and goals of the NSDS III that the 

NSF contributed towards during the 2015/2016-2019/2020 

period.

Figure 5-2 suggests that the NSF strategic objectives and 

interventions aimed to assist the attainment of goals in all 

strategic focus areas of the NSDS III. However, it was expect-

ed to play a more prominent role in supporting lower- and 

middle-skills interventions and the expansion of the role of 

TVET colleges in their provision; developing higher-level 

skills, innovation and research; and addressing the skills 

needs of small businesses, cooperatives, and community 

organisations. 

Furthermore, Figure 5-2 clearly illustrates the coherence of 

the NSF Theory of Change with that of the NSDS III at the 

outcome and impact level. The NSF was meant primarily 

to speed up the attainment of NSDS III outcomes and was 

envisaged to be an organisation that supports SETAs and 

the DHET in delivering on the specific outputs. This implies 

that the NSF was well-positioned to play a critical role in 

the realisation of the NSDS III vision and delivering on its 

priorities, and, thus, “cause an important change” or be a 

catalyst. 
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Worth mentioning is that despite the catalytic nature of 

the NSF assigned by the NSDS III in the attainment of its 

goals and delivering on the objectives of the strategy, the 

fact that the NSF’s mandate and strategic objectives do not 

cover the entire NSDS III Theory of Change suggests that 

the organisation (NSF) is not responsible for enabling all 

the preconditions that would lead to the NSDS III goals or 

impacts. This means that the NSF’s work will always need to 

be considered in conjunction with the effort and success of 

other stakeholders of the PSET system to assess its success 

towards the attainment of the NSDS III objectives.  

5.3	 NSF THEORY OF CHANGE COHERENCE WITH WP-PSET (2013) VISION 

The government has committed itself to improving the 

capacity of the PSET system in order to meet the country’s 

education and training needs (DHET, 2013). In this regard, 

the WP-PSET puts forward the following vision:

•	 A post-school system that can assist in building a fair, 

equitable, non-racial, non-sexist and democratic South 

Africa;

•	 A single coordinated, coherent, highly articulated yet 

diverse PSET system;

•	 Expand access to PSET, improve the quality of PSET, and 

increase the diversity of PSET provision;

•	 A stronger and more cooperative relationship between 

PSET institutions and the workplace; and

•	 A post-school system that is responsive to the needs of 

individual citizens, employers in both public and private 

sectors, as well as broader societal and developmental 

objectives.

 

As articulated in the above vision, the WP-PSET placed 

priority on strengthening and expanding the TVET college 

sector. According to the WP-PSET, addressing management 

and governance issues, improving the quality of teaching 

and learning, increasing responsiveness to local labour 

markets, improving student support, and developing TVET 

college infrastructure all contribute towards the attainment 

of a strengthened and expanded TVET college sector 

(DHET, 2013). This vision of a strengthened and expanded 

TVET college system has been taken up by the NSF through 

interventions that are targeting capacity building of the 

TVET college sector and, specifically, interventions under 

SO6 (An expanded, integrated and effective PSET system), 

SO7 (Skills infrastructure development), and SO8 (Skills 

Development Research, Innovation and Communication).

The WP-PSET explicitly identified infrastructure devel-

opment as a key objective linked to expanding and 

strengthening post-school learning institutions, partic-

ularly the TVET colleges. Similar to the NDP, the WP-PSET 

also cited and acknowledged inadequate student accom-

modation as a challenge and called for the expansion and 

upgrading of student accommodation at TVET colleges 

(DHET, 2013). This was responded to by the NSF via SO7 

(Skills infrastructure development). 

The WP-PSET also advocated for strong collaborations 

between the university sector and other PSET sectors, 

particularly the TVET and industry sectors, as a way of 

expanding and building a vibrant PSET-system. In the same 

regard, the WP-PSET identified the need to link the coun-

try’s education systems and the workplace as a priority. In 

response to that, during the analysed period, the NSF also 

focused on supporting workplace-based capacity building 

learning activities.  

Notably, the NSF’s support for research as part of SO8 is de-

rived from the WP-PSET. The WP-PSET explicitly mandates 

the NSF to fund research and innovation projects that are 

cross-sectoral and falling outside of a single SETA’s domain 

(DHET, 2013). Also, the WP-PSET goes further to assign 

universities a role in increasing research and innovation 

in key national development areas (DHET, 2013). The uni-

versities are also tasked to not only increase research and 

innovation but also ensure improvements in the quality of 

research (DHET, 2013).    

The facilitation of skills development to empower people 

to create opportunities to make a living for themselves was 

also iterated in the WP-PSET. The White Paper recognised 

the need for the education and training system to cater for 

individuals who will not, in the foreseeable future, be able 

to find formal employment in existing enterprises, who will 

have to create employment opportunities either by starting 

SMMEs in the informal or formal sector or by establishing 

cooperatives. As such, the WP-PSET assigned the NSF a 

responsibility to assist in funding skills programmes for 

SMMEs and cooperatives through training providers, which 

has been responded to by the NSF through its SO3 (SMME 

and cooperative skills development).

From the above it is clear that during the analysed period, 

the NSF was well-positioned to support targeted and 

evidence-based capacity building of PSET institutions 

and upgrade existing and establish new facilities in TVET 

colleges and universities across the country to advance the 

country towards the attainment of the WP-PSET vision.   
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Figure 5-2:  NSDS III Theory of Change and indication of the outputs, outcomes and impacts that the NSF strategic objec-

tives have direct or indirect contribution towards

A credible institutional mechanism 
for skills planning established and 

informing skills planning

Skills planning supply and 
demand forecasting

Skills Planning Mechanism established 
that has credibility and informs 

planning

High level national scarce skills 
needs are being addressed by 

work ready graduates from 
higher education institutions

Higher level skills, 
innovation and research

The academic staff at colleges are 
able to offer relevant 

education and training of the 
required quality

A public FET (lVET) system 
responsive to sector, local, 

reg. and nat. skills needs and 
priorities

Lower and middle level skills interventions and 
expansion of public TVET colleges role in their 

provision

Middle level skills needs are 
identified and addressed in 

all sectors

Increasing access to 
occupationally di-

rected programmes

Partnerships 
between DHET, 

SETAs, employers, 
private providers 

and public FET 
colleges are 
resulting in 

increased capacity 
to meet in industry 
needs throughout 

the country

Each college has 
a strategic plan in 

place to build 
capacity and 

engage in skills 
development 
programmes, 

including 
programmes offered 
in partnership with 

employers

Projects are 
established to 

address middle level 
skills in each sector

SETAs research and 
identify middle level 
skills needs in their 
sectors and put in 
place strategies to 

address them

Training of 
employed 

workers 
addresses 

critical skills

The NCV and 
N-courses are 

recognised 
by employers 
as important 

base 
qualifications

The NCV is
reviewed with

inputs from 
stakeholders 

and the 
curriculum is

revised to 
ensure that 
it provides a 

sound
foundational 

basis for 
building 

labour market 
relevant skills

The capacity 
of FET colleges 

to provide 
quality voca-

tional training 
is reviewed

SETAs establish 
projects and 
partnerships 

to enable 
the relevant 
number of 
artisans for 
their sector 

to be trained, 
to qualify and 
become work 

ready

National need in 
relation to skills 

development 
is researched, 

documented and 
communicated to 
enable effective 
planning across 

all economic 
sectors

Programmes 
are put in place 

that focus on 
the skills needed 

to produce 
research that 

will be relevant 
and have an 

impact on the 
achievement of 
economic and 
skills develop-

ment goals

Capacity is 
established 
within the 

Department of 
Higher Education 

and Training 
to coordinate 
research and 

skills planning

Agreements 
are entered 

into between 
stakeholders 
on flagship 

research 
projects 
linked to 

sector 
development 

in a knowl. 
economy

Sector 
skills plans 
identify the 
focal areas 

for research, 
innovation 

and 
development 
made where 

blockages 
occur

Sector skills 
plans identify

the supply
challenges 
in relation 

to high level 
scarce

skills gaps 
and set out

strategies far
addressing

them.

10,000 
artisans per 
year qualify 

and find 
employment

The 
national 
Artisan 

Development 
Project 

developed 
by JIPSA and 
now located 
in the DHET, 
is planned, 
managed 

and reported 
on, with 

interventions 
mage where 

blockages 
occur

SETAs 
identify FET 
colleges and 
put in place 
partnerships 

to offer 
vocational 

courses 
and work 

experience 
for college 

learners

The capacity 
of college 

educators to 
deliver 

programmes 
is reviewed

The 
programmes 

offered to 
meet industry 

needs 
including 

those 
supporting 
apprentice-

ships and 
N-courses, 

are reviewed, 
updated 

and made 
available to 

and accessed 
by employers.

SETA
stakeholders
agree on the
provision of
substantial

quality
programmes
for employed

workers &
report on the

impact of
training.

Relevant 
research and 
development 

and innovation 
capacity is 
developed 

and innovative 
research 
projects 

established 
sectors

Agreements 
are entered 

into between 
stakeholders 

on appropriate 
interventions 

to support 
improved entry 

to priority 
programmes, 

increased work 
experiential 
learning for 

students

Sector skills
plans identify
the focal areas

for research,
innovation and
development.

SSPs provide a 
sound analysis 

of the sector 
and articulate 

an agreed sector 
strategy to 

address skills 
needs.

Sector and 
nationally 

commissioned 
research and 

data is analysed, 
validated and 

captured in 
an integrated 
database that 

is accessible to 
stakeholders

Sector skills 
plans are 

professionally 
researched

Legend: Output level Immediate 
outcome level

Intermediate 
outcome level

Final outcome 
level Impact level
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Figure 5-2:  NSDS III Theory of Change and indication of the outputs, outcomes and impacts that the NSF strategic objec-

tives have direct or indirect contribution towards

(Increasing capacity of macro and 
small enterprises)

Meeting the skills needs of small business-
es, micro enterprises, cooperatives, NGOs 

and community based organisations

Increasing public sector capacity 
for improved service delivery

M&E of NSDSCareers 
development

Skills for 
unemployed 

youth

Education and training plans for 
the public sector are revised and 
programmes are implemented to 

build capacity

Building a capable state 
that is proactive in the 

economy

Encouraging 
and supporting 

cooperatives, 
small enterprises, 
worker init, NGO 

and commu-
nity training 

initiatives

(Evidence from
M&E is used to 

improve 
implementation 

and revise 
strategy)

(improved relevance 
of programmes to

learner and 
employer needs)

Cooperatives 
supported with 

skills training 
and 

development 
expand and 
contribute 
to sector 

economic and 
employment 

growth

(Outcomes 
and impact 

monitored and
evaluated)

(Workers and
learners are

making informed
decisions on

programmes linked 
to Career plans 

additional training)

Sector projects 
are established 

by sector 
stakeholders, 
supported by 

the NSF.

(Outcomes 
and impact 

monitored and
evaluated)

Career paths are 
mapped to 

qualifications in 
all sectors, and 
communicated 

effectively, 
contributing to 

improved relevance 
of training and 

greater mobility and 
progression.

A national 
database of 

cooperatives 
supported with 

skills  
development 
is established 

and the impact 
of training 

reported on.

(Monitoring 
systems in place)

Sector stakeholders 
are engaged and 

programmes 
are adjusted to 
meet the skills 

and qualification 
needs to promote 

comprehensive 
career development.

SETAs identify 
in their skills 

planning 
research, 

established 
and emergent 
cooperatives 

and their skills 
needs.

A national 
database tracks 

training and work 
opportunities, 
and reports on 

implementation 
of the strategy

Career guides are
developed with
labour market

information from
SETAs,

addressing 
sub-sectors

(Great 
absorption 

levels of young 
unemployed 
people into 

work)

The low level 
of youth 

and adult 
language and 

numeracy skills 
is addressed 

to enable 
additional 

training

A national 
strategy is in 

place

(training 
and work 

experience 
provided to 

unemployed 
young people)

The DHET 
partners with 
stakeholders 
in the youth 

sector to put in 
place training 

and work 
experience 
projects for 

young people 
organisations 
and identify 
skills needs 

and strategies 
to address 

needs.

National 
database 
of small 

businesses 
supported is 
established 

and the 
impact of 
training 

reported on

Worker, NGO 
and 

community- 
based 

education 
programmes 

are supported 
and their 

impact 
measured and 

reported on

Cross-sectoral 
projects are 
established

SETAs engage 
with trade 

unions, NGOs 
and 

community- 
based 

organisations 
and identify 
skills needs 

and strategies 
to address 

needs.

A thorough
analysis and 
reflection is

conducted on 
provision of 

education and
training within 

the public 
sector and the
contribution 

of the various 
role

players

SETAs with 
responsibility 

for public 
sector training 

conduct 
analysis and 
reflection on 

achievements 
and identify 
skills needs 

and strategies 
to address 

needs

Plans and funding arrangements 
are agreed between the relevant 

departments/entities and the
SETAs, and are reported on.

Sector skills 
plans set
out the

capacity
needs of
relevant

departments 
and

entities.sect
or and the 

contribution
of the various 

role
players

DHET leads 
a discussion 

on factors 
impacting 

on provision 
and publishes 
proposals on 

improving the 
institutional 

framework for 
PSET

Stakeholders 
expand 

successful 
projects with 

support from the 
NSF

Partnership 
projects to 

provide training 
and 

development 
support to small 
businesses are 

established in all 
sectors and their 
impact reported 

on

Sector projects 
are developed

that are piloted
by SETAs and

expanded
through 

partnership 
funding

SETAs, through 
their skills 
planning 

research, identify 
the skills needs 

of small and 
emerging 

businesses in 
their sector, and 

promote relevant 
progr.

Legend: Output level Immediate 
outcome level

Intermediate 
outcome level

Final outcome 
level Impact level
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6.	 ASSESSMENT OF EFFECTIVENESS 

This chapter contains the analysis of the NSF effective-

ness during the analysed period. It aims to respond to 

the broad research question, “To what extent has the 

implementation of the NSF been effective in achieving 

its goal(s), objectives and intended outcomes?”. To assist 

in responding to this question, the chapter is broken into 

four major parts that assess the effectiveness of different 

focus areas of the NSF that correspond with its strategic 

objectives.  

In analysing the effectiveness of the NSF, the analysis also 

responds to several evaluation questions such as, “What 

has the NSF achieved since 2015? What are or have been 

the achievements and non-achievements of the NSF in 

the period under review?”, “Is the NSF Strategic Plan 

being implemented as planned over the period? In what 

ways is it being done differently? What factors influ-

enced the way the NSF has implemented?”, and “What 

have been the successes and challenges/weaknesses 

of the implementation for the NSF, and what are the 

reasons for these?”. 

The assessment follows the Theory of Change logic that 

emphasised the importance of building an organisational 

capacity as a precondition to deliver on the strategic ob-

jectives targeting external stakeholders such as learners, 

PSET system, and workers in an effective and efficient 

manner. Thus, the detailed assessment starts with the 

review of the NSF performance with respect to SO9 and 

SO10. It then proceeds to assess the achievement of the 

NSF with respect to the objectives set for the develop-

ment of expanded, integrated and effective PSET (i.e. SO6, 

SO7 and SO8), which have been identified to be contrib-

uting factors for the attainment of targets set for skills 

development objectives (i.e. SO1, SO2, SO3 and SO4). 

Thus, the assessment of the organisation’s performance 

concerning the achievement of its skills development 

targets is undertaken next, followed by the analysis of 

the NSF effectiveness with regard to Worker Education 

strategic objective. 

6.1	 EFFECTIVENESS WITH RESPECT TO ORGANISATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

As mentioned earlier in the report, the Minister of Finance 

listed the NSF as a Schedule 3A entity in 2012. At the time 

of its listing, the NSF was operating as a Chief Directorate 

within the Skills Development Branch of the DHET. As a 

result, it adopted a simple organisational structure that 

included few human resources, i.e. an Executive Officer, 

three project directorates and a payment function. Due to 

the simplistic adopted organisational structure, the NSF 

had to continue relying on the DHET to provide functions 

including risk, legal, governance, compliance, human 

resource management (HRM), internal audit, strategy, 

supply chain and information and community technology 

(ICT). 

In the 2010/11–2014/15 DHET strategic planning review 

period, several key challenges pertaining to the NSF as an 

organisation were identified. These challenges included 

(DHET, 2019b): 

•	 The misalignment of the NSF with the priorities of the 

NSDS III and the PSET system;

•	 Inadequate monitoring and evaluation (M&E) capacity;

•	 Inadequate systems for funded programmes; and

•	 Poor disbursement capacity through strategic part-

nerships and innovation in project delivery. 

In response to the need to address the above challenges, 

at the start of the analysed period, the NSF launched 

an integrated transformation project called Project 

Siyaphambili. The Project was aimed at addressing the 

structural and technology needs of the organisation and 

was tracked through two strategic objectives, i.e. SO9 

focusing on improving organisational structure and SO10 

pursuing the integration of improved technology in the 

day-to-day operations of the Fund. As illustrated through 

the recreated Theory of Change, the achievement of these 

two strategic objectives was envisaged to improve NSF’s 

efficiency and effectiveness, which were critical for the 

successful attainment of its other objectives focusing on 

skills development, PSET system development and worker 

education. 

The following sections describe the achievements and 

non-achievements of the NSF with respect to its internal 

organisational structure and the use of ICT augmented 

with the analysis of the factors that contributed to the 

identified levels of success.  
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6.1.1	 ACHIEVEMENTS AND NON-ACHIEVEMENTS OF THE NSF WITH RESPECT TO SO9 

During the strategic planning review period, the NSF 

was working towards improving its human resource (HR) 

capacity by recruiting both senior and non-senior staff 

members while also working towards a more comprehen-

sive and efficient organisational structure. The following 

paragraphs describe the progress made by the NSF in 

improving its HR capacity during the analysed period.

At the beginning of the review period, i.e. in 2015/2016, 

the NSF organisation structure included 145 positions, 

50 of which were vacant, representing a 34.5% vacancy 

rate. This is despite the fact that it approached the DHET, 

which was responsible for recruitment, to advertise for all 

of its vacant positions. Key HR priorities that were to be 

addressed in the next financial year included the need to 

address capacity constraints in the initiating, monitoring 

and evaluation of projects areas as well as in support 

functions, and the finalisation of Project Siyaphambili. 

Other organisation-related capacity constraints that were 

highlighted to be addressed in the next financial year 

included:

•	 The need for strategic planning capacity comple-

mented by strong research and research analysis 

capabilities;

•	 The need for dedicated dealmakers who would initiate 

skills development initiatives linked to the NSF strate-

gic objectives;

•	 The need for a dedicated and competent evaluation 

and monitoring capacity; and  

•	 Improved high-level finance capacity. 

 

In the 2016/2017 financial year, while the organisational 

structure of the NSF has not changed, the Fund’s vacancy 

rate increased by two posts to a 35.6% vacancy rate and 

contingent staff reduced to 93. Advertising vacancies 

appears to be among the key factors that prevented the 

organisation from increasing its staff compliment both 

in terms of Senior Management Service (SMS) level 13 

and above and non-SMS level position as the NSF failed 

to achieve its annual targets for the percentage of vacant 

positions to be advertised. However, DHET HRM capacity 

constraints, as well as delays in approvals from the rele-

vant supporting departments with respect to SMS level 

positions, have been cited as obstacles that prevented the 

organisation from filling the advertised positions. None-

theless, despite the challenges experienced during that 

year, the NSF was able to establish a dedicated initiation 

and evaluation unit, strengthen its monitoring capacity, 

and commence the recruitment process of high-level 

finance capacity; however, these achievements fell short 

of the plans set back in 2015/2016.  

In April 2017, the NSF adopted a new organisational 

structure following the continued implementation of 

Project Siyaphambil, which aimed to transform the or-

ganisation into a more efficient entity. The changes to the 

organisational structure involved splitting the Initiation 

and Monitoring functions into (a) the Directorate: Initiation 

and Evaluation and (b) regional monitoring structures 

with a national programme monitoring directorate. It also 

included the creation of the following new functional areas:

•	 Chief Directorate: Strategy, Organisational Perfor-

mance and Innovation;

•	 Directorate: Legal, Governance, Risk and Compliance;

•	 Directorate: Fund Management;

•	 Directorate: Supply Chain Management (SCM);

•	 Directorate: Human Resource Management;

•	 Directorate: ICT and Analytics;

•	 Directorate: Internal Audit; and

•	 Directorate: Public Relations and Communications.

 

The new organisational structure for 2017/2018 was more 

streamlined and reduced the number of funded posts from 

145 to 129 funded positions. With 93 positions filled at the 

beginning of the financial year, the organisation managed 

only to advertise for half of the positions available. Al-

though new appointments were made during 2017/2018, 

most of which were at the top management and senior 

management positions, the termination of employment 

by about a third of employees at skilled level positions 

offset the initial increase in staff compliment. As a result, 

the vacancy rate at the NSF remained high at 30.2%, with 

39 out of a total of 129 funded positions remaining vacant. 

The DHET HRM capacity constraints have again been cited 

as the main reason for this under-achievement. Positively, 

however, the financial management of the organisation 

was outsourced to the dedicated fund managers, which 

notably strengthened its financial management capacity.

The maintained focus on improving internal capacity led 

to the increase in funded positions from 129 in 2017/2018 

to 155 in the 2018/19 financial year. However, despite the 

appointment of NSF regional directors who strengthened 

the organisation’s monitoring capacity, the NSF organisa-

tion continued to struggle to fill in positions. In 2018/2017, 

63 of 155 positions remained vacant, increasing its vacancy 
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rate to 40.6%. The NSF’s reliance on the DHET HRM, which 

as mentioned earlier experienced significant capacity con-

straints, remained the major hindrance.

The above illustrates that the NSF operated under significant 

HR constraints during the analysed period. This suggests 

that the situation has not changed notably compared to 

the preceding medium-term strategic period when the 

organisation’s performance review identified the need for 

an improved capacity of the organisation. The fact that less 

than half of the total available funded positions needed to 

be filled during a particular year were advertised annually 

and appointments of individuals were significantly delayed 

are clear symptoms of inefficient processes. The root causes 

thereof, though, laid within the DHET. 

As indicated, throughout the entire analysed period, the 

NSF was dependent on the DHET HRM to perform its re-

cruitment functions. However, the DHET HRM experienced 

severe capacity constraints. It was reported that it would 

take the DHET HRM about six months to advertise a post 

once a request was received from the NSF, following which 

it would take an additional 11 months to fill in the adver-

tised vacancy. This translated into one-and-a-half years of 

lead time between the time the NSF requested to advertise 

the position and a suitable individual being appointed. 

During that time, the organisation also faced a risk of some 

of the individuals applying for a position becoming no 

longer available and necessitating a re-advertisement. 

The new organisational structure that was implemented 

in 2017 includes a dedicated Directorate: HRM. While 

most of the units in the new organisational structure had 

been established and some key appointments had been 

made, the establishment of this key Directorate has been 

continuously postponed. It was reported that the DHET 

was reluctant to establish the Directorate to assist with 

filling the vacancies and opted to use NSF HRM posts for 

other functional areas within the DHET.

Regardless of these under-achievements, the NSF was 

able to make notable strides towards developing its 

human resources capacity during the analysed period, 

evident in its achievement of the following (NSF, 2020):   

•	 A dedicated strategic planning function;

•	 Regional monitoring directorates;

•	 A dedicated Legal, Governance, Risk and Compliance 

directorate; 

•	 Separate internal audit function, including the ap-

pointment of Director: Internal Audit;

•	 A dedicated Public Relations and Communications 

directorate; and

•	 A dedicated Initiation and Evaluation directorate.

6.1.2	 ACHIEVEMENTS AND NON-ACHIEVEMENTS OF THE NSF WITH RESPECT TO SO10

Before the start of the period under review, the ICT func-

tion was exclusively provided by the DHET and the entire 

NSF organisation was paper-based. Project reports were 

in hard-copy format, with no data or data standards and 

definitions in place. The organisation could not establish 

the profiles of its supported learners and did not have an 

accounting system in place, except for a payment system.

To address the above limitation, the NSF planned to 

implement the MS Dynamics integrated system during 

the period under review. The system was intended to 

transform the NSF from a paper-based organisation into 

a digital one. According to the NSF, “Implementing MS 

Dynamics 360 AX system will assist to establish an “al-

ways-on” computing environment with continuous access 

to all relevant information as well as the retention of insti-

tutional memory. Also important, this will reduce the key 

dependency on manual processes and spreadsheets, so 

we anticipate a reduction in errors, and an improvement 

in worker efficiencies” (NSF, 2019, p. 13).   

For the 2015/2016 financial year, the NSF targeted the 

procurement of the MS Dynamics software. However, the 

NSF was not only unable to achieve it but indeed made 

little or no progress towards its procurement.  According 

to the NSF, significant delays in the procurement process 

of the DHET and the additional stringent measures rec-

ommended by oversight bodies, particularly considering 

that the NSF wanted to procure high-value ICT systems, 

were among the root causes for the lack of progress on 

that matter. In 2016/2017, some movement towards the 

ICT system procurement was noted, based on the tracked 

performance indicators; however, it was not possible to 

determine what this entailed. Judging by the tracked 

performance indicators, the organisation continued to 

under-achieve. During 2017/2018 and 2018/2019, the 

NSF continued to experience delays in implementing its 

new Microsoft Dynamics ICT system, launching its new 

website portal and connecting the DHET to the South 

African National Research Network (SANReN). 
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By the end of the period under review, part of the MS 

Dynamics and Operations 365 integrated system was live; 

however, it did not include the functions of the system 

that were to assist the NSF in digitising its records. As a 

result, most of the NSF directorates had to continue oper-

ating manually, utilising paper-based systems.  

6.1.3	 IMPLICATIONS IN THE CONTEXT OF THE THEORY OF CHANGE (IN PRACTICE) 

As mentioned earlier, a well-capacitated NSF in terms 

of funding, human resources and ICT infrastructure was 

a precondition for the effective and efficient implemen-

tation of its mandate and responsibilities assigned in 

various strategic documents. It was a precondition for 

the successful implementation of skills development 

objectives, the objectives related to the development of 

the PSET system, and those associated with an improved 

worker education. Thus, deviation from the desired state 

concerning SO9 and SO10 can influence the organisation’s 

performance with respect to the attainment of the rest of 

its strategic objectives set for the analysed period. 

The assessment of the effectiveness of the NSF in terms of 

SO9 and SO10 provided in the previous sections illustrates 

that the organisation has not transformed its internal 

capacity and capability to the level desired at the start 

of the period. This particularly relates to its ICT capability 

and human resource capacity. 

At the end of the strategic planning review period, 

there were still some outstanding ICT interventions that 

needed to be implemented in the NSF to ensure that the 

paper-to-digital transformation was realised as intended. 

Feedback received from various beneficiary institutions 

supported by the NSF during the strategic planning 

review suggested the NSF continued to operate predom-

inantly as a paper-based organisation. Engagements with 

various NSF units confirmed that most of the units still 

operated manually, i.e. using paper-based systems, which 

significantly hampered its productivity. 

While the NSF managed to improve its organisational 

structure by establishing new units and new functions 

during the analysed period, its ability to fill in vacancies 

in the new structure also significantly hindered its per-

formance. Indeed, most, if not all, of the NSF directorates 

engaged as part of the study indicated that they were 

severely constrained in terms of human resources capaci-

ty. This led them to take longer to complete certain tasks, 

while some directorates were not able to execute certain 

key functions as required. 

The following sections examine the level of achievement 

of the NSF with respect to its core mandate, starting 

with the assessment of its effectiveness in relation to the 

objectives aimed to expand, integrate and improve the ef-

fectiveness of the PSET system. The assessment also looks 

at examining the extent to which the under-achievements 

of the organisation with respect to SO9 and SO10 influ-

enced the progress made in the targets set for SO6, SO7, 

and SO8. 

6.2	 EFFECTIVENESS WITH RESPECT TO DEVELOPMENT OF PSET SYSTEM 

The PSET system in the context of this study consists of 

all the private and public institutions falling under the 

responsibility of the DHET. The institutions that constitute 

the PSET system include universities, TVET and commu-

nity colleges whose key role is to provide education and 

training. In the case of universities, they also produce new 

knowledge, assess and find new applications for existing 

knowledge, as well as validate knowledge and values 

through the curriculum (DHET, 2013). Other PSET system 

institutions include the SETAs, NSF, NSA, regulatory and 

quality assurance bodies (e.g. SAQA) and the Quality 

Councils. These institutions support the education and 

training process (NSF, 2017). At the start of the period 

under review, the PSET system consisted of 26 public HEIs, 

classified into 11 general academic universities, nine com-

prehensive universities and six universities of technology, 

50 public TVET colleges and nine CET colleges (DHET, 

2017). 

As suggested through the recreated Theory of Change of 

the NSF, the organisation pursued an “integrated, expand-

ed and effective PSET system” outcome during the period 

between 2015/2016 and 2019/2020, which was closely 

aligned with the vision outlined in the WP-PSET.

PSET system expansion in the context of the WP-PSET 

means increased provision of education and training in 

the country. The provision is, however, not restricted to 

the conventional strands of the post-school learning and 

training platforms in the form of universities and colleges, 
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but also consists of other critical and complementary 

models, including workplace-based learning. The PSET 

system expansion also focuses on increasing enrolment 

mainly in colleges as a way of absorbing many youth and 

adults who are seeking education and training but not 

qualifying for admission at universities. According to the 

WP-PSET, this entails affording more types of education 

and training, learning places, courses and qualifications, 

as well as the required financial support.

PSET system integration as envisaged by the WP-PSET 

entails all the PSET system institutions playing their 

role as a coherent but differentiated whole (NSF, 2019). 

This is in response to the previous fragmentation in the 

system resulting from the poor coordination between the 

Department of Education and the Department of Labour 

prior to the formation of the DHET in 2009 (DHET, 2013). 

Coordination was a challenge within and between these 

two departments that are responsible for education and 

training (DHET, 2013) prior to the review period, this spilt 

over into the PSET system. 

While it is clear that the attainment of the integrated, 

expanded and effective PSET system requires the involve-

ment and cooperation of all PSET stakeholders, the NSF 

contribution was envisaged to fall within the areas that 

have not been adequately covered by SETAs or other 

programmes implemented in the country. This contribu-

tion was split into three distinct streams of interventions 

corresponding with SO6 that focused on non-infrastruc-

ture-related development and capacity building of the 

PSET system (corresponds with SO6), skills infrastructure 

development (corresponds with SO7), and research, de-

velopment and innovation (corresponds with SO8). 

The analyses of the NSF achievements and non-achieve-

ments concerning each of the three streams and 

implications thereof on the performance with respect to 

the other strategic objectives are provided in the section 

below. 

6.2.1	 ACHIEVEMENTS AND NON-ACHIEVEMENTS OF THE NSF WITH RESPECT TO SO6

Strategic Objective 6 (SO6) pertains to the PSET system 

expansion- and integration-related interventions that 

include, among others, curriculum development, lec-

turer development, as well as teaching and learning 

material development interventions in post-school 

learning institutions. The WP-PSET acknowledged the 

central importance of the PSET system as an institutional 

mechanism that is established by society (DHET, 2013). 

As such, the PSET system is expected to be responsive to 

the needs of society, including the needs of the economy 

and labour market (DHET, 2013). In terms of its purpose, 

the PSET system is meant to benefit both the employed 

and the unemployed. It prepares workers for the labour 

market and also enables individuals to earn sustainable 

livelihoods through their own ventures, including 

self-employment and the establishment of companies or 

cooperatives (DHET, 2013).  

As such, the role of the NSF during the review period was 

to operate as a funding source to facilitate and enable 

linkages between the skills system and PSET sub-systems 

put in place, thereby achieving the goal of creating an 

integrated PSET system (DHET, 2019b). This included, 

among others, supporting partnerships between educa-

tional institutions and employers. Such partnerships are 

considered an important component for the creation of 

an integrated PSET system (DHET, 2019b). This is because 

employers, on one hand, inform the types of skills re-

quired by them and, on the other hand, provide funded 

learners with practical work experience that improves 

their work-readiness and increases their employability 

and uptake in the labour market. 

To ensure the successful attainment of SO6 (i.e. PSET 

capacity developed), key PSET system stakeholders 

(including the DHET) were expected to identify adequate 

capacity building-related projects to be supported. This, 

in turn, required that the key PSET system stakeholders 

were better informed about the needs of the system and 

their objectives were well-aligned with that of the NSF. 

It was also assumed that the stakeholders had adequate 

planning capabilities to ensure that the desired outcomes 

around an integrated and expanded PSET system would 

be realised. In other words, it was assumed that the relat-

ed capacity building project champions or implementers 

had full awareness of what was required of the system 

and how it was to be developed, and therefore could plan 

effectively. That way, it was envisaged that they would be 

able to identify the gaps and respond with the appropri-

ate project-related interventions. 
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The extent to which the NSF was effective in achieving its 

SO6 is discussed further in this section.  

Funds allocated towards SO6 during the analysed period 

Based on the information derived from the NSF Annual 

Performance Plan for the 2019/20 financial year3 , the NSF 

invested R3.8 billion towards supporting SO6 interven-

tions. The R3.8 billion estimated total investments were for 

all SO6 projects supported by the NSF during the analysed 

period, including SO6 projects initiated pre-2015/2016 

and continued to be funded throughout the period under 

review.  Figure 6-1 outlines the grants disbursed by the 

NSF under SO6 on an annual basis during the strategic 

planning review period 2015/16–2019/20. It also shows 

the annual share of PSET system development and capac-

ity building grants (i.e. SO6 grants) as a percentage of total 

funds disbursed by the NSF during the analysed period.

Figure 6-1: Total NSF Strategic Objective 6 grants disbursed over the 2015/2016–2019/2020 period

From Figure 6-1 it is apparent that the NSF investments 

towards SO6 projects declined between 2015/2016 and 

2016/2017. Over the course of the strategic planning 

review period, total SO6 grants dropped from R1.7 billion 

in 2015/2016 to an estimated R590 million in 2019/2020. 

This was mainly because funds needed to be diverted 

towards the No Fees Increase campaign and skills infra-

structure development interventions. More specifically, 

during the 2015/2016–2017/2018 period, the NSF contrib-

uted an estimated R6.3 billion towards the No Fee Increase 

campaigns (NSF, 2019). As such, the NSF budget for PSET 

system capacity development projects was reduced. For 

example, about R3 billion that was budgeted towards 

artisan development and priority systemic improvements 

within the PSET system ended up going towards No Fee 

Increase campaigns (NSF, 2019). After the No Fee Increase 

campaign, the priority shifted towards the support of 

skills infrastructure development interventions. 

With respect to SO6 projects that were both contracted 

and funded during the strategic planning review period, a 

total of R1.8 billion was allocated for at least 42 SO6 inter-

ventions. Of this, R751 million has already been spent. As 

will be noticed in the proceeding discussions, the majority 

of the funded SO6 projects mainly focused on improving 

quality in TVET colleges (NSF, 2018b), which is in line with 

the skills development policy priorities that emphasised 

prioritising capacity building in the TVET colleges.

Projects initiated and supported through SO6 during the 

analysed period

Capacity development interventions linked to SO6 were 

expected not to be aimed at select PSET sectors but were 

envisaged to be aimed at all sectors. Likewise, the involve-

ment of stakeholders from the university, TVET college, 

community college and workplace systems in both the 

planning and implementation of system capacity build-

ing-related interventions was perceived to be critical. To 

render the necessary and distinguished support to the 

above PSET system segments, the NSF relied on a dual 

support model comprising two major sets of activities, i.e. 

(1) direct funding of the PSET system development and 

expansion and (2) provision of funding support to partner 

organisations to expand, integrate and develop PSET 

system. The implementation of these two distinguished 

sets of activities is described further hereunder. 

The direct funding of the PSET system development and 

expansion implied the beneficiary institutions or the DHET 

responding to a request for proposals (RFP) issued by the 

NSF or submitting an unsolicited proposal. As indicated 

in Table 6-1, 19 TVET colleges applied and received direct 

funding support from the NSF as part of the Centres of 

Specialisation (COS) programme during the period under 

review. During the engagements with some of the funded 

TVET colleges, it was established that the applications on 

their behalf were handled by the DHET, which highlights 

the importance of external support in the NSF’s funding 

process. 

3 The 2015/16 to 2017/18 figures presented in the Annual Performance Plan 2019/20 are audited outcomes, the 2018/19 figure is a 
revised estimate, and the 2019/20 figure is a medium-term estimate.
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Table 6-1: TVET colleges applied for and directly supported by the NSF as part of the Centres of Specialisation programme 

during the review period 

TVET College Contract start 
date Contract end date

Approved 
project 

budget (R)

South Cape TVET College 01 August 2018 31 March 2020 4 416 193

Gert Sibande TVET College 01 August 2018 31 March 2020 8 808 851

False Bay TVET College 01 August 2018 31 March 2020 12 514 373

College of Cape Town TVET College 01 August 2018 31 March 2020 8 604 916

Boland TVET College 01 August 2018 31 March 2020 10 782 771

East Cape Midlands TVET College 01 August 2018 31 March 2020 7 162 472

Port Elizabeth College TVET College 01 August 2018 31 March 2020 3 216 990

Sekhukhune TVET College 01 August 2018 31 March 2020 3 443 129

West Coast College 01 August 2018 31 March 2020 8 179 527

Majuba TVET college 01 August 2018 31 December 2020 7 562 323

Umfolozi TVET College 01 August 2018 31 March 2020 13 819 884

Tshwane South TVET College 01 August 2018 31 March 2020 15 214 907

Mopani South East TVET College 01 August 2018 31 March 2020 7 711 677

Northlink TVET College 01 August 2018 31 March 2020 11 213 836

Ekurhuleni East TVET College 01 August 2018 31 March 2020 7 896 755

Flavius Mareka TVET College 01 August 2018 31 March 2020 10 896 081

Vuselela TVET College 01 August 2018 31 March 2020 4 062 098

Northern Cape Urban TVET College 01 August 2018 31 March 2020 4 524 848

Orbit TVET College 01 August 2018 31 March 2020 9 455 614

The other approach that the NSF followed entailed the NSF 

allocating funds to implementing or supporting partners, 

who would then be expected to lead the identification, 

selection and implementation of projects. For the NSF to 

allocate funds to the partners, the partners were expected 

to prepare and submit to the NSF a funding proposal with 

a business case. Table 6-2 outlines five partner organisa-

tions that the NSF provided funding under SO6 during 

the period under review. These included the DHET, QCTO, 

Government Technical Advisory Centre (GTAC), South 

African Institute of Chartered Accountants (SAICA), and 

the Swiss South African Co-operation Initiative (SSACI). 
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Table 6-2: NSF indirect funding support through partner organisations initiated during the review period

Partner 
funded by NSF Project name Contract 

value (R)
Targeted 

sector
DHET South African Institute of Vocation and Training 

(SAIVCET)

185 378 400 TVET and 

community 

colleges 

The Higher Education and Training HIV/AIDS Pro-

gramme (HEAIDS)

36 000 000 Post-school 

learning 

institutions 

Integrated Examination Solutions (IT examination 

system improvement project)

52 000 000 TVET and 

community 

colleges

TVET Campus Managers Development 7 389 016 TVET colleges 

TVET College Foundational Learning Programme 30 000 000 TVET colleges 

Curriculum specialists for TVETs: Capacity Develop-

ment

190 000 000 TVET colleges 

Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) for Artisans 

Project-2- (Indlela)

36 760 939 INDLELA

Research Chairs in Post-School Education and Training 97 774 944 Transversal 

INDLELA Recapitalisation and Security Upgrade 

Project

26 554 975 INDLELA

TVET: SCBS: Student Support Advocacy 8 651 751 TVET colleges 

Occupational Team Conveners for Centres of Speciali-

sation Programme

72 910 501 TVET colleges 

SAICA - HR Project 214 998 008 TVET and 

community 

colleges

DHET Training and Upskilling of staff 6 740 250 DHET

Digitisation Learner Records 19 575 750 Transversal

QCTO QCTO – Accreditation 1 754 615 Transversal

SAICA SAICA Community Education and Training – Chief 

Financial Officer (CFO) Support

149 994 108 Community 

colleges

GTAC GTAC Project Charter 17 175 484 TVET and 

community 

colleges

SSACI Dual System Apprenticeship Pilot Project (DSPP) 16 624 000 Transversal

From Table 6-2, it is evident that the majority of projects 

supported by the NSF through the provision of funds to 

its partners during the review period were implemented 

through the DHET. Through the DHET, the NSF was 

able to fund capacity building activities in post-school 

learning institutions, particularly TVET colleges. The NSF 

was also able to enable the capacitation of other DHET 

entities or units such as the SAIVCET and the National 

Artisan Development Support Centre (INDLELA), among 

others. Through the support of SAICA, GTAC, and SSACI, 

the NSF indirectly supported capacity-building activities 

in the colleges. Notably, the DHET also assisted the NSF 

in endorsing some of the proposals from these support 

organisations; for example, the SAICA proposal was 

endorsed by the TVET branch of the DHET. The NSF also 

funded the QCTO to improve its accreditation systems, 

which benefited the entire PSET system, including the 

TVET colleges and learners.    

As mentioned earlier, funding provided by the NSF under 

SO6 was meant to benefit the entire PSET system, includ-

ing the university, TVET college, and community college 

sectors, as well as workplaces and the transversal PSET 

system. As indicated in Table 6-3, the majority of funding 

provided under SO6 during the period under review was 

allocated towards the TVET colleges and community 
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colleges sectors. Importantly, 88% of all funds dispersed 

by the NSF under SO6 during the analysed period was 

done through the partnership model, where the funds 

were allocated to the strategic partners, who were then 

responsible for the identification and implementation of 

projects. This again emphasises the importance of strong 

partnership links between the NSF and other PSET agents. 

Table 6-3: Summary of funding allocated to initiation during the review period projects under SO6 

Sector focus Contract value of projects % of total 

University sector - -

TVET colleges sector 468,438,513 35%

Community colleges sector 149,994,108 11%

TVET colleges and community colleges 469,551,892 35%

Workplaces sector 70,056,164 5%

Transversal 171,729,309 13%

TOTAL 1,329,769,986 100%

Assessment of project completion funded under SO6

To gauge the level of achievement with respect to the 

above-mentioned projects that the NSF funded, the 

evaluation considered the output-based targets reported 

on by the NSF.  The SO6 output-based target was initially 

articulated in a way where the NSF needed to successfully 

achieve all its envisaged priority projects outputs. How-

ever, as part of the revision of the SO6 output target, the 

supported SO6 projects needed not to achieve all the 

envisaged outputs as initially implied. The revision clari-

fied that the priority SO6 projects needed only to achieve 

most of the envisaged project outputs, which is subjective 

and to some degree connotes a downward revision of the 

SO6 output target. 

According to the National Skills Fund Technical Descrip-

tions 2019/2020, “most of” in this context refers to more 

than 50%. Also, according to the Technical Descriptions 

2019/2020, “priority projects” should be understood as 

referring to all the projects funded by the NSF to expand, 

integrate and improve the effectiveness of the PSET 

system, but excluding infrastructure-related projects. 

According to the NSF, the supported SO6 projects are 

usually long-term, hence their associated output target is 

considered a cumulative five-year target. As such, during 

the 2015/2016–2019/2020 period, the target could only 

be reported for the 2019/2020 financial year, i.e. towards 

the end of the five-year strategic period. The NSF reported 

a 100% actual achievement of the above output-based 

target, i.e. all its SO6 projects supported between 2015/16 

and 2019/20 successfully achieved at least 50% of their 

envisaged outputs. 

Due to the subjective and misleading indicator, it is impos-

sible to determine the extent to which the projects that 

were funded by the NSF have been completed without 

conducting an assessment of outputs on a project-based 

level, which is outside the scope of the current study. 

Considering the funding model employed by the NSF, 

though, the successful completion of projects imple-

mented through partner organisations was reliant on the 

NSF partner organisations involved in SO6 interventions 

having adequate capacity and capabilities to implement 

and monitor project execution. Key informant interviews 

revealed that the DHET branches often experienced ca-

pacity constraints. Most of the branches within the DHET 

responsible for SO6-related interventions (i.e. TVET, univer-

sity and community college branches) had too few people 

and were financially constrained, which sometimes forced 

them to rely on NSF funds to hire private sub-contractors 

to assist in managing some of the capacity building inter-

ventions. Also, the branches had no integrated systems 

and relied on manual/paper-based systems.

Considering that almost three quarters (73%) of all funds 

allocated by the NSF for projects captured in Table 6-1 

and Table 6-2 were allocated towards the DHET, the above 

challenges within the main partner organisation of the 

NSF raise concern over the actual success of the projects 

funded by the NSF under SO6. They also raise a question 

about the extent to which the reported achievements cap-

tured by the NSF reflect the actual project performance 

reality, and specifically the effectiveness of the technical 

indicators used to measure the performance against SO6. 
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6.2.2	 ACHIEVEMENTS AND NON-ACHIEVEMENTS OF THE NSF WITH RESPECT TO SO7

Strategic Objective 7 (SO7) pertains to skills infrastruc-

ture development. In the context of the study, skills 

infrastructure development refers to the DHET’s plan to 

effect infrastructural development in PSET institutions (i.e. 

public universities, TVET and CET colleges), public delivery 

institutions, and State-Owned Companies (SOCs). The in-

frastructure could be in the form of new facilities, facility 

renovations or related equipment support. 

The purpose of skills infrastructure development is to 

support the provision of education, training and research, 

thereby contributing to the achievement of the goal to 

produce a skilled and capable workforce for an inclusive 

growth path. To ensure the successful attainment of 

SO7 (i.e. Skills infrastructure built or refurbished), the 

implementing stakeholders (particularly the DHET) were 

expected to identify adequate skills infrastructure devel-

opment or refurbishment projects to be pursued. This 

emphasises the dependency of the NSF success with re-

spect to SO6 and SO7 on external stakeholders, which was 

not articulated in the outcome-based approach mapped 

in the Strategic Plan 2015/2016–2019/2020.  

The above-mentioned enabler for the successful attain-

ment of the envisaged output for SO7 was premised on 

the assumption that the key implementing stakeholders, 

particularly the DHET, were better informed about the 

needs of the PSET system, which in the case of SO7 refers 

to skills infrastructure requirements. This means that 

similar to SO6, the activities performed by the NSF under 

SO8 that focused on improving system planning would 

contribute to the achievement of SO7 outputs, again 

illustrating the interconnectedness among NSF strategic 

objectives. 

To successfully translate the output into the out-

come of achieving an expanded, more effective and 

integrated PSET system, the different post-school learning 

constituencies (including universities, colleges, and public 

enterprises) were assumed to have been involved and 

supported. As such, the skills infrastructure development 

and refurbishment interventions were expected to be 

targeted at varied PSET institutions; and the involvement 

of these institutions in both the planning and implemen-

tation of the skills infrastructure development projects 

was perceived to be critical. 

Funds allocated towards SO7 during the review period 

The NSF APP 2019/20 reports that between 2015/2016 

and 2019/20204, the NSF disbursed R2.7 billion towards 

skills development infrastructure projects (refer to Figure 

6-2). This investment includes the funding support 

provided to SO7 projects that began before the period 

under review and continued to be funded during the 

2015/2016-2019/2020 period. 
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Figure 6-2: Total NSF Strategic Objective 7 grants disbursed over the 2015/2016–2019/2020 period

As can be established from the figure above, the NSF 

investments towards skills infrastructure development 

grew over the study period. Between 2015/2016 and 

2017/2018, just under R570m worth of investments were 

made towards skills infrastructure development projects. 

However, towards the last two financial years of the review 

period, the NSF estimates show that SO7 investments 

peaked, which resulted in their share in total funding 

provided under SO1-S08 surging from 1% in 2017/2018 to 

28% in 2018/2019. According to the NSF, this peak was a 

result of the infrastructure development that was sched-

uled to be undertaken at nine outstanding TVET college 

sites (NSF, 2019).

4 The 2015/16 to 2017/18 figures presented in the Annual Performance Plan 2019/20 are audited outcomes, the 2018/19 figure is a 
revised estimate, and the 2019/20 figure is a medium-term estimate.
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Projects initiated and supported through SO7 during the 

analysed period

The NSF’s SO7 interventions were intended to focus on 

skills infrastructure development and refurbishment in 

TVET colleges, community colleges, universities, state 

enterprises, and other public delivery institutions. A two-

way support model similar to the one discussed for SO6 

was intended to be implemented where some projects 

were funded directly and were initiated through RFP or 

unsolicited proposals by the NSF, while other projects are 

implemented through partner organisations and funded 

through these organisations. Funding under SO7, how-

ever, focused on capacity building in the areas of skills 

infrastructure development and refurbishment. 

During the period under review, the NSF did not have 

research capacity and thus could not analyse or process 

research information from the DHET and other key PSET 

stakeholders to inform its selection of projects. As such, 

the RFPs were done in a non-systematic way and, some-

times, on an ad-hoc basis based on the instructions the 

NSF received from the DHET. Having said this, during the 

strategic planning review period, ten SO7 skills infrastruc-

ture development projects that commenced during the 

strategic planning review period received direct funding 

support from the NSF following unsolicited proposal sub-

missions. The DHET played an important role in preparing 

the unsolicited applications submitted to the NSF. Accord-

ingly, the DHET was able to assist the NSF in identifying 

relevant and critical skills infrastructure development 

opportunities, which again emphasises the reliance of the 

NSF on its partner organisation. 

Table 6-4: NSF funding model for SO7 projects started during the strategic planning review period

Project 
category Project Approved 

budget 
NSF 

funding 
Proposal 

type

TVET College 

Infrastructure 

Development

Ekurhuleni East TVET College Dual System Pilot 

Project 

R23 065 000 Direct Unsolicited 

Ekurhuleni West TVET College Dual System Pilot 

Project

R15 251 000 Direct Unsolicited

Port Elizabeth TVET College Dual System Pilot 

Project

R7 265 000 Direct Unsolicited

Eastcape Midlands TVET College Dual System Pilot 

Project

R15 315 000 Direct Unsolicited

False Bay (Swartklip) workshop refurbishment and 

equipment for artisan development

R180 000 000 Direct Unsolicited

SANREN- SABEN - TVET Connectivity R286 031 000 Direct Unsolicited

Umfolozi TVET College Dual System Pilot Project R11 080 000 Direct Unsolicited

King Sabata -Dalindyebo (KSD) renovations and 

infrastructure to increase student access

R59 260 000 Direct Unsolicited

Lovedale TVET renovations and infrastructure to 

increase student access

R63 410 000 Direct Unsolicited

University 

Infrastructure 

Development

University of Cape Town (UCT) Hair and Cosmetic 

Laboratory

R19 608 000 Direct Unsolicited

 

To extend infrastructure development and refurbishment 

support to the respective post-school learning and training 

institutions, the NSF envisioned utilising external support, 

mainly from the DHET, which was mandated to develop 

skills infrastructure in the country. As such, the NSF relied on 

coordination and planning support, among other relevant 

forms of support from the DHET. By utilising this funding 

route, the NSF also envisaged the active participation of the 

DHET, particularly in areas of project monitoring. 

 

While there were no identified indirectly supported proj-

ects that commenced during the strategic planning review 

period, it should be noted that there are other skills infra-

structure development projects that commenced prior to 

the start of the strategic planning review period that were 

funded by the NSF through the DHET branches during the 

period under analysis. The case in point is the NSF’s approv-

al of the DHET proposal for new TVET campuses to the tune 

of R2.5 billion. 
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Assessment of project completion funded under SO7

The review of NSF reports and project information revealed 

that the NSF was actively involved in monitoring and 

managing the implementation of supported SO7 projects. 

The project information shows that project managers were 

assigned to oversee the implementation of ten skills infra-

structure development projects that commenced during 

the review period. As indicated in Table 6-5, nine out of ten 

of these projects involved infrastructure development at 

TVET colleges infrastructure development, while the last 

one focused on the university sector.     

Table 6-5: Interventions that commenced during the strategic planning review period under SO7

Project 
category Project Start 

date 
End 
date

Approved 
budget (R’000)

Actual 
expenditure 

to date 
(R’000)

Expected 
achievement 
as of March 

2020 
(assuming a 

linear 
progression 

and 
associated 

project 
expenditure)

By 
project

By 
category

TVET College 

Infrastructure 

Development

Ekurhuleni 

East TVET 

College

2 Jan 16 31 Dec 22 23 065

637 612

21 198 92% 13,923 60%

Ekurhuleni 

West TVET 

College

2 Jan 16 31 Oct 21 15 251 15 283 100% 11,049 72%

Port 

Elizabeth 

TVET College

2 Jan 16 31 Dec 22 7 265 6 899 95% 4,386 60%

Eastcape 

Midlands 

TVET College

1 Jul 16 31 Dec 21 15 315 6 556 43% 10,362 68%

False Bay 

(Swartklip)
30 May 18 30 Jun 21 180 000 20 356 11% 103,946 58%

SANREN- 

SABEN - TVET 

Connectivity 

3 May 18 30 Jun 22 286 031 8 341 3% 127,634 45%

Umfolozi 

TVET College
1 Jul 19 31 Mar 23 11 080 777 7% 2,004 18%

King Sabata 

-Dalindyebo 

(KSD)

21 Sep 16 31 Dec 18 59 260 59 151 100% 90,952 100%

Lovedale 

TVET
9 Sep 16 30 Nov 18 63 410 59 045 93% 100,459 100%

University 

Infrastructure 

Development

UCT Hair and 

Cosmetic 

Laboratory

18 Aug 16 18 Jan 18 19 608 19 608 19 608 100% 49,635 100%

Totals - 657 220 657 220 217 214 33% 514 351 61%

Considering the information presented in the table above, 

the SO7 projects that commenced during the period under 

review had a combined contract value of R657 million, of 

which 33% has been spent on seven projects by the end of 

2019/2020. Since all the projects’ respective expenditures 

were reported by the NSF as having been in line with the 

projects’ respective actual performances at the close-out 

or at the end of the review period, a mixed picture of the 

NSF effectiveness with respect to SO7 emerges.  

Judging by the expenditure patterns, some projects that 

commenced in 2018 and 2019 are only at the early stage 

of implementation. However, given their expected com-

pletion rate, their progress is falling behind. The Eastcape 

Midlands TVET College infrastructure development proj-

ect, which began in 2016 and is expected to finish in 2021, 

is reported as having spent less than half of the approved 

budget, suggesting a major bottleneck in the execution 

of the project. Nonetheless, some projects appeared to 
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have been completed or were close to completion, such 

as Ekurhuleni East TVET College, Ekurhuleni West TVET 

College, Port Elizabeth TVET College, King Sabata -Dalin-

dyebo (KSD), Lovedale TVET, and University of Cape Town 

(UCT) Hair and Cosmetic Laboratory. It is safe to assume, 

though, that only those projects that reported a 100% 

budget spend by end of 2019/2020 were completed—

making it three out of ten projects completed. 

Although expenditure cannot be expected to be linear 

over the period during which the projects are imple-

mented, tracking the achievement relative to the project 

duration can provide valuable insights into their progress. 

Based on the expenditure observed at the end of the 

period under review, it could be suggested that the cu-

mulative achievement of projects under SO7 should have 

been at 61% of what was expected to be achieved by the 

end of the period. This suggests that while the funding 

was allocated, the implementation of projects under SO7 

was ineffective. The fact that the annual reports reported 

that all of the infrastructure development projects that 

formed part of the NSF SO7 and supported during the 

review period successfully achieved most of their envis-

aged outputs raises concern over the relevance of the 

used indicators.  

Internal capacities at the NSF, the DHET and learning 

institutions are considered to be the major factors that 

contributed to the underperformance in the completion 

of skills infrastructure at selected facilities. The NSF during 

most of the review period operated with a limited number 

of directorates to enable it to operate independently and 

render timeous support to its targeted beneficiaries. The 

NSF had to rely on the DHET for legal support related to 

contracting for projects, and this negatively impacted 

the rate of projects’ progress. It is reported that it would 

take the DHET about three to four months to vet a legal 

contract and about a year-and-a-half to approve a tender. 

As mentioned earlier, in 2017, the NSF was restructured 

and new directorates were formed; however, the organisa-

tion continued to experience human resource constraints, 

with almost all directorates finding themselves under-ca-

pacitated. This included key directorates actively involved 

in the identification of projects to be supported as well 

as the development of the associated project contracts 

(i.e. the Initiation and Evaluation and Legal, Governance, 

Risk and Compliance directorates). The under-resourcing 

during the strategic planning review period resulted 

in delays in issuing RFPs, adjudicating proposals, and 

finalising contracts. This, in turn, led to overall project 

delays as most projects would not start on the proposed 

dates. The above issues are corroborated by some of the 

beneficiaries who were interviewed during the study and 

who shared the following experiences: 

 “Turnaround time was a challenge. Projects did not start on 

the proposed dates”. [1]

 “NSF approval letter came late and that impacted on the 

start date of the project”. [2]

“NSF took very long to approve and allocate funds after the 

proposal / application were made. NSF had delays in the 

payment of the drawdowns and the College had to carry the 

cost sometimes and was then reimbursed at a later stage.” 

[3]

“We applied during 2016 but the approval was only granted 

in 2017”. [4]

Besides the delays, the lack of sufficient human resources 

also resulted in the NSF not executing some critical project 

management activities. As an example, some committees 

(e.g. compliance committee) ended up not sitting due to 

capacity constraints. Also, the lack of project monitoring 

staff meant that the NSF had to rely on its partner or-

ganisations to conduct some of the project monitoring 

activities or had to cut its site visits and rely on the sup-

ported beneficiaries’ progress reports.

The delay in transforming the organisation from a pa-

per-based to a digital system also influenced the NSF’s 

success in SO7. Almost all of the NSF’s project manage-

ment activities, including the evaluation of proposals and 

the monitoring and evaluation of projects, were done 

manually. This contributed to project delays and, in some 

cases, led to the loss of important project-related informa-

tion (i.e. original proposal). This was also an administrative 

burden on the beneficiaries who had to spend a lot of time 

manually inputting the required project progress informa-

tion. As stated by one interviewed project beneficiary:

“The beneficiary template is a bit cumbersome…” [1]

Overall, due to the human resources and technological 

constraints, it is clear from the feedback gathered from the 

supported organisations that the NSF’s effectiveness in 

project management (including adjudicating proposals, 

finalising and signing the contracts, communicating and 

providing the supported organisations with the relevant 

feedback, and project payments) was generally a chal-

lenge during the period under review, which impacted on 

its ability to achieve the desired level of output under SO7. 



69
E

V
A

LU
A

T
IO

N
 O

F
 T

H
E

 N
A

T
IO

N
A

L 
S

K
IL

L
S

 F
U

N
D

   
|  

PE
RI

O
D

 U
N

D
ER

 R
EV

IE
W

: 2
01

5/
20

16
-2

01
9/

20
20

6.2.3	 ACHIEVEMENTS AND NON-ACHIEVEMENTS OF THE NS WITH RESPECT TO SO8

SO8 pertains to skills development research, innovation 

and communication. The WP-PSET stipulates that the NSF 

must support research and innovation, which the NSDS 

III considered to be vital for the attainment of a skilled 

nation, attracting investment and achieving shared 

growth and development (DHET, 2019b). Accordingly, 

the NSF, through the HRDC and the NSA, was to support 

research across several sectors where key opportunities 

for economic growth and industrial development were 

identified (DHET, 2019b).

The research outputs from SO8 were intended to inform 

the requisite PSET capacity building interventions that 

were to be pursued as part of SO6, and also the SO7 skills 

infrastructure development and refurbishment related 

activities. Also, interventions under SO8 were intended 

to inform all the other non-PSET system interventions of 

the NSF falling under skills development (SO1-SO5). For 

the generated research outputs to inform the areas of the 

PSET requiring capacity building, including infrastructural 

developments, various PSET system stakeholders, includ-

ing the learning and training institutions, were expected 

to be well-informed about the research outputs. They 

were also expected to have the appropriate planning 

skills to coordinate the actioning of the research outputs. 

As such, attainment of the output related to SO8 (i.e. 

Projects, research reports and training materials are devel-

oped timeously) was heavily reliant on the bi-directional 

engagement between the NSF, its partner organisations 

and other PSET system stakeholders, such as the DHET, 

NSA and HRDC, and the constituencies.

During 2015/2016-2019/2020, the NSF invested an esti-

mated R308 million towards skills development research, 

innovation, and advocacy, as outlined in Figure 6-3. 

This amount included eight projects contracted before 

2015/2016 that continued to be funded during the five-

year period under analysis.  

Figure 6-3: Total NSF Strategic Objective 8 grants disbursed over the 2015/2016 – 2019/2020 period

Excluding SO8 funded projects or activities that were 

contracted before the review period, R298 million was to 

be spent on 14 interventions under SO8 during the review 

period that were also initiated during the same period. As 

indicated in Table 6-6, most of these interventions were 

contracted following solicited bidding processes; how-

ever, they accounted for slightly more than 40% of the 

allocated funds. The rest of the funds allocated under SO8 

were spent on three unsolicited interventions initiated 

during the review period, i.e. HRDC funding support and 

support for two DHET research projects.
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Table 6-6: NSF funding of SO8 projects and activities initiated during the strategic planning review period

Project 
category Funded activity 

Approved 
budget 
(R’000) 

NSF 
funding 

Proposal 
type

HRDSA Research, 

Planning, Advocacy 

and Communication

HRDSA Funding 105 200 Pays Fund 

manager  

Unsolicited 

Duja Consulting – HRDSA Fund Manager 1 986 Direct Solicited 

NSA Monitoring, 

Research, Planning, 

Policy Development 

and Communication

Stellenbosch University- US - Investment Trends 873 Direct Solicited 

Stellenbosch University- US -Macro Indicator 808 Direct Solicited

Nexia SAB&T - NSA Fund Manager 45 096 Direct Solicited

NSA Constituency 

Capacity Building 

and Advocacy

COSATU 8 428 Direct Solicited

FEDUSA 3 841 Direct Solicited

NACTU 4 830 Direct Solicited

BUSA 2 600 Direct Solicited

DHET Research University of Western Cape (TVET Research) 35 000 Direct Unsolicited

University of Cape Town (UCT) – Labour Market 

Indicator Research Programme

34 971 Direct Unsolicited

Worker Education 

research

Labour Research Service 3 683 Direct Solicited

Chris Hanie Institute 45 902 Direct Solicited

NALEDI 4 753 Direct Solicited

Total 297 971

As indicated earlier, in pursuit of the achievement of its 

SO8, the NSF was expected to support the HRDC and NSA, 

the capacity building activities of the various NSA constit-

uencies, and the PSET system-centred research activities 

of the DHET. Judging by the funds allocated to the various 

projects initiated during the review period, it can be 

suggested that the NSF has managed to pursue all three 

focus areas under SO8, with the majority of funding (52% 

or R153.9 million) being allocated towards the support of 

HRDC and NSA, followed by R69.9 million (23%) allocated 

towards the PSET-centred research activities of the DHET. 

Funding of research for worker education also received a 

substantial amount of R54.3 million (18%), while funding 

of capacity building activities of various NSA constituen-

cies received 6.6% or R19.7 million of the R298 million 

spent on projects initiated during the review period. 

As indicated in Table 6-7, ten out of 14 projects initiated 

during the review period commenced during 2018 

and 2019, of which eight were expected to run beyond 

2019/2020. Considering that these projects also included 

projects with the largest budget allocations, it would be 

logical to assume that by the end of the strategic planning 

review period, the NSF would not have spent all the funds 

allocated for interventions under SO8. Assuming that the 

projects’ funds were allocated proportionally over their 

respective duration, just under two-thirds (64%) of the 

budget should have been spent by end of 2019/2020. As 

indicated in Table 6-7, the actual expenditure, however, 

only reached 49% of the allocated budget, suggesting 

that the NSF fell behind the implementation of interven-

tions under SO8.
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Table 6-7: SO8 interventions contracted during the strategic planning review period 

Project 
category Project Start 

date 
End 
date

Approved 
budget (R’000) Actual 

expenditure 
to date 
(R’000)

Expected 
expenditure as 
of March 2020 

(assuming 
a linear 

expenditure 
pattern)

By 
project

By 
category

HRDSA Research, 

Planning, 

Advocacy and 

Communication

HRDSA 

Funding
1 Apr 15 31 Mar 20 105 200

107 186

  96 826 92% 105 025 100%

Duja 

Consulting
1 Nov 16 31 Jan 20 1 986 1 351 68% 2 066 100%

NSA Monitoring, 

Research, 

Planning, Policy 

Development and 

Communication

Stellenbosch 

University- US 

- Investment 

Trends

8 Feb 18 30 Apr 20 873

46 777

641 73% 819 94%

Stellenbosch 

University-  

US -Macro 

Indicator

8 Feb 18 30 Apr 20 808 244 30% 758 94%

Nexia SAB&T 

- NSA Fund 

Manager

10 Apr 18 10 Jul 21 45 096 18 483 41% 26 634 59%

NSA Constituency 

Capacity Building 

and Advocacy

COSATU 1 Jul 19 31 Mar 22 8 428

19 699

1 458 17% 2 079 25%
FEDUSA 1 Jul 19 31 Mar 22 3 841 1 239 32% 948 25%
BUSA 1 Jan 16 31 Mar 18 2 600 1 463 56% 4 888 100%
NACTU 1 Mar 18 31 May 21 4 830 2 637 55% 3 097 64%

DHET Research

University 

of Western 

Cape (TVET 

Research)

1 Apr 19 30 Jun 24 35 000

69 971

1 586 5% 6 207 18%

University 

of Cape 

Town (UCT) 

– Labour 

Market 

Indicator 

Research 

Programme

1 Apr 19 30 Jun 24 34 971 303 1% 6 202 18%

Research for 

worker education

Labour 

Research 

Service

1 Jan 18
31 March 

21
3 683

54 338

2 108 57% 2 549 69%

Chris Hanie 

Institute 
1 April 17

31 March 

22
45 902 17 555 38% 27 541 60%

NALEDI 1 Jan 18
31 March 

21
4 752 2 583 54% 3 288 69%

Total 297 970 297 970 148 477 49% 192 101 64%

 

If the actual expenditure is used to reflect the project 

achievements, the results in the table above contradict the 

annual reports that proclaim that all the research, innova-

tion and advocacy projects supported by the NSF as part of 

SO8 during the review period successfully achieved most  

 

of their envisaged outputs. This again points to the ineffec-

tiveness of the current performance indicator to provide an 

accurate reflection of the NSF performance against a par-

ticular objective. Irrespective of the discrepancy between 

the reporting and the actual achievements, which could be 
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linked to the quality of an indicator used to measure the 

performance, the lower-than-expected expenditure on 

projects and the lacklustre effectiveness of the NSF with 

their implementation was caused by numerous internal 

and external factors. 

As was reported for the other SOs, the NSF was severely 

constrained in terms of human resources and technology 

during the review period. This hugely impacted the time-

frames of the projects as most projects experienced delays 

in their inception and payments. The research interventions 

linked to SO8 were also among the projects that were af-

fected by internal inefficiencies. This was established from 

the comments received during stakeholder engagements, 

some of which are quoted below:

 “…not successful for the first year. Reports were late due to 

the MoA being signed 6 months after the project started”. [1]

“…the late signing of the MoA impacted performance and 

some items were rolled over to year 2”. [2]

 “A key challenge we faced has been the delay in receiving 

funding from the National Skills Fund. We were notified that 

we had been awarded the bid in February 2019 and were 

then informed that the contract would be initiated in April 

2019. The legal MoA took some time to complete, together 

with sub-contracts for all research partners. The funds from 

the NSF, which were supposed to be paid on an annual 

upfront basis were only received in March 2020, a year after 

the research had started. We have subsequently experienced 

reporting issues with the NSF, and have not received Year 2 

research funds to date.” [3]

“A weakness identified in this TVET Research Programme 

is the amount of time taken by the NSF to release funding 

tranches on an upfront basis as legally agreed in the MoA 

that ensures research can take place timeously. To date, all 

funding has been retrospectively awarded”. [4]

The absence of proper project management systems at the 

NSF, which subsequently forced it to rely on paper-based 

systems, also contributed to project delays. As an example, 

the researchers who needed to report back to the NSF 

found the paper templates complicated. In some instances, 

researchers complained that the NSF paper templates were 

not sufficiently customised to suit the profile of a university as 

a service provider. As was stated during an interview with one 

of the researchers:

 “…there was a lot of back and forth and battle with the 

templates and documents required as they were not in line 

with UCT’s financial practises” [1].

Some of the key research programmes that were likely to 

have a huge bearing in terms of transforming and improv-

ing the PSET system, e.g. the University of Western Cape’s 

TVET Research and the UCT’s Labour Market Indicator 

(LMI) Research Phase 2, only began towards the end of the 

strategic planning review period. As such, their knowledge 

outputs, which are critical towards informing the achieve-

ment of an expanded, more effective and integrated 

PSET system, fall outside the strategic planning review 

period. As such, the NSF’s research interventions during 

the strategic review period made a minimal contribution 

towards impacting the effectiveness and efficiency of the 

PSET system. Nonetheless, it is imperative to consider the 

impact emanating from the knowledge output generated 

during the strategic review period from the LMI Research 

Phase 1. The LMI Research Phase 1, conducted by the Uni-

versity of Witwatersrand and the Human Sciences Research 

Council (HSRC), was meant to run from November 2011 

and February 2012, respectively, to the end of March 2015. 

However, the research project officially ended in December 

2018, thus making its associated knowledge fall within the 

strategic planning review period. Overall, the LMI Research 

Phase 1 yielded the following: 

•	 The development of a model to forecast the supply and 

demand of skills.

•	 The promotion of labour market intelligence to inform 

policy.

•	 The advancement of research dissemination through 

increased collaboration and engagement of PSET 

stakeholders.     

 

Nonetheless, it should be noted that while the LMI Research 

Phase 1 yielded the above benefits, the DHET cautions that 

“the progress appears to be poorly understood outside 

of those stakeholders closely involved in the Project”. This 

dilutes the impact and contribution of the project towards 

PSET system development.     

As indicated in Table 6-7, the NSF also funded research for 

worker education. During the analysed period, three organ-

isations received funding from the NSF for research related 

to Workers Education, i.e. the CHI, NALEDI and LRS. Table 

6-8 summarises these research projects and their outputs. 
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Table 6-8: Worker Education related research projects funded through the NSF  

Beneficiary Funded research Planned outputs 
CHI •	 The Anchor Project aimed at examining 

the articulation of worker education to 

worker struggles and worker control.  It 

was to include a baseline survey among 

2500 shop-stewards and 2000 workers in 

five sectors, i.e. coal mining, automotive 

manufacturing, retail, public service and 

teachers.

•	 Institutions, Governance and Funding of 

Workers Education: A qualitative survey that 

would employ semi-structured interviews 

with stakeholders to investigate the 

interplay between institutions, governance 

and funding of worker education.

•	 Worker Education and Household Livelihood 

tracing study: Tracing the possible impact 

of worker education to workers and their 

household livelihoods. 

•	 Produce 16 qualified researchers within four 

years of the project.                                                                    

	о 4 MA or PhD candidates to be interns for 

each year (visiting scholarship).                                                                                           

	о 12 interns from university and TVET 

Colleges for experiential training.  3 

interns per cycle.                                                                                                                                          

•	 Annual conference or colloquium with 80 

postgraduate students participating in these 

(20 per cycle).                                                                                                                                         

•	 At least 120 per year quarterly seminars, 

workshops and roundtable discussions of 

trade unionists, postgraduate students and 

activists organised by the CHI                                                                                                                                             

•	 International conference or colloquium in 

year 2 and 4.                                                                                            

•	 Publish on the CHI website and scholarly 

journals.   

NALEDI •	 Women’s activism project, including 

research on Women’s Activism in COSATU’s 

history (delayed by the COVID19 lockdown). 

It is a history project interviewing older 

women who had been in COSATU for many 

years.  The project develops research skills in 

young women workers who do some of the 

interviews.

•	 Workplace Organising, including research 

on restaurant, takeaway & catering (RTC) 

workers using a participatory research 

methodology 

•	 Research on climate change and the 

just transition; agro-ecology, and food 

sovereignty

•	 Development of a Manual on Combatting 

Sexual Harassment 

•	 Training Workshops for the CCMA Commis-

sioners (2017); COSATU National Gender 

Committee (24-26 July 2019, 40 participants) 

and for COSATU male gender champions on 

(29 October – 1 Nov 2019)

•	 Parental Rights booklet, documenting 

COSATU’s historic struggles for parental rights.

•	 Materials on workplace rights – comparing 

Johannesburg and Tshwane Bargaining 

Council agreements 

LRS •	 The LRS developed resources that support 

trade unions in negotiations

•	 Four 3-day national empowerment and 

training workshops

•	 18 four-day provincial empowerment and 

training workshops 

•	 Manuals:

	о Bargaining Benchmarks, which round 

up economic indicators for trade union 

negotiators that they can refer to in 

preparing for bargaining itself. 
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Beneficiary Funded research Planned outputs 

	о Inflation Monitor that contains a roundup 

of economic information that is useful for 

bargaining, especially over wages. 

	о Online resources, including an online 

library of collective agreements, inflation 

monitor and step-by-step guides.

•	 A negotiators manual, including content on 

what is in a collective agreement, dealing 

with gender equity in bargaining and the 

future of work.  A peer learning process was 

used as a basis for developing the key ideas 

for the negotiator’s manual.

The three organisations have shown varying effectiveness 

in implementing projects funded by the NSF. 

According to the LRS, the NSF funding allowed the organ-

isation to dedicate research to providing resources to the 

trade union movement on collective bargaining. Those 

resources can now be easily accessed online by any trade 

unionists needing bargaining templates or information on 

comparative wage increases or inflation data. According to 

the LRS Annual Report (2019), the organisation has a direct 

reach of 2 130 trade unionists and a website page view tally 

of 56 779.

Much of the NALEDI research is ongoing but was disrupted 

by the COVID-19 pandemic. The project on Workplace 

Organising, for example, had to be delayed due to the lock-

down in 2020. Nonetheless, the initiatives that have been 

funded by the NSF produced the following, as suggested 

during the interviews with the organisation: 

•	 Good working relationships were established with 

CCMA, LRS and Sonke Gender Justice that resulted in 

further collaborations around training. 

•	 Trained male gender champions, adapting the materi-

als developed with the NSF funding.

•	 The training of Congress of South African Trade Unions 

(COSATU) gender coordinators in July 2019, resulting 

in the gender coordinators cascading their training to 

shop stewards on sexual harassment during August 

(Women’s Month), using the NALEDI materials.  

•	 NALEDI has been able to make a number of policy 

interventions assisting COSATU with its submission on 

the International Labour Organisation (ILO) Conven-

tion 190 and with the Campaign for the Ratification of 

Convention 190. 

•	 Assisted COSATU in its response to the National Strate-

gic Plan on Gender-Based Violence.

•	 Assisted the COSATU president with materials and 

resources to address sexual harassment. 

•	 Responded to three recently released Gender-Based 

Violence (GBV) Bills.

 

The CHI was established in 2017, which was the first year 

when the funding was received.  Aside from six full-time 

staff members, the Institute has had six interns who have 

completed their contracts and eight current interns. The 

CHI’s website went live at the end of 2020, which was out-

side the period under review, and NSF-funded publications 

are still a work-in-progress. Research outputs, if produced, 

could not be sourced by the evaluation team, suggesting 

that no tangible outputs have yet been produced from 

the projects, largely because the CHI research funded by 

the NSF started later in the period under analysis and was 

expected to produce tangible benefits after 2019/2020. 

More specifically:   

•	 The Anchor Project, on the articulation between worker 

education and worker struggles and worker control, is 

based on a survey of 2 500 shop-stewards and 2 000 

workers in five sectors.  Surveys were meant to begin in 

February 2020 (at the end of the period under analysis) 

but were disrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, 

the results from this research project were not expected 

within the review period. 

•	 The Institutions, Governance and Funding of Workers 

Education project produced a literature review on 

Worker Education in early 2018 and had a roundtable 

discussion on Worker Education Research in order to 

identify key research topics that took place in March 

2018. The Institute also hosted the panel for the 2018 

sociology conference at the UCT, which was attended 

by Prof. Eddie Webster, Prof. Stephanie Allais, Associate 

Prof. Linda Cooper and Dr Mondli Hlatshwayo. Their 

presentations have been sent to the journal Education 

as Change and are in process of peer review.
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•	 The Worker Education and Household Livelihood 

project traces a sample of 50 workers who completed 

a Worker Education programme to investigate whether 

the training impacted their household livelihoods 

and workers’ consciousness. The COVID-19 pandemic 

pushed back fieldwork timelines to late 2020.

 

While publications produced from research funded by 

the CHI are in review, according to the CHI director, the 

programme contributed to the body of knowledge around 

worker education and is developing new content that can 

be incorporated into political courses, Trade Union courses, 

and labour law.  The Institute has also assisted in linking ac-

ademics and researchers and provided platforms for public 

engagement, such as webinars on the political economy 

and macro-economic policies.

Table 6-7 also indicates that the NSF funded CCBA ac-

tivities linked to business and organised labour, but not 

community constituency. Most of the funds were, though 

allocated towards constituency capacity building and 

advocacy (CCBA) for Trade Unions.  

Funding for CCBA is directed at Trade Union federations 

such as COSATU, National Council of Trade Unions (NACTU) 

and Federation of Unions of South Africa (FEDUSA) 

that are represented at NEDLAC. The focus on the NED-

LAC-recognised Trade Union federations leaves aside the 

Confederation of SA Workers’ Unions (CONSAWU) and the 

South African Federation of Trade Unions (SAFTU). 

As the funding programme’s title suggests, CCBA for Trade 

Unions is intended to build their capacity to advocate for 

the national skills strategy and through participation in 

NEDLAC contribute towards achieving developmental 

goals of the country. According to one NSF manager, the 

choice to work through the trade union federations was 

mainly on pragmatic grounds: “if we were to try and deal 

with all the unions that exist in the country, we will prob-

ably be trying to work with thousands of projects” (NSF1).  

For trade unions to champion skills development, they 

need to appreciate the significance of making sure the skills 

strategy is implemented in ways that make a difference to 

individual workers and the labour market in general. They 

need to be actively involved in ensuring that the training 

of workers leads to more complex jobs which benefit 

individuals and the economy. CCBA should, therefore, em-

power worker representatives to actively shape discussions 

around skills nationally (in NEDLAC, the NSA, and other 

forums), SETAs, and other sector structures, provincially, 

and in companies, to be able to achieve the intended gains. 

Labour representatives interviewed for the evaluation had 

a similar understanding of the purpose of CCBA as the NSF.  

It was meant, said one union official, for: “capacitating and 

educating our members on what is happening with the 

skills development landscape in South Africa, on our role, of 

course, as labour” (FED2). Another (FED1) said the focus was 

on equipping shop stewards to ensure skills development 

was implemented in the workplace in consultation with 

Trade Unions – “because law that finds skills development 

is premised on the principle of consultation, which is what 

the employers are abusing at the workplace.” Still another 

(FED3) explained that: “we want people who are going to 

be campaigners for training in their workplaces … The 

gap is among the workers and the gap is also among the 

employers. Because some workers don’t understand why 

they have to do training.”  

In general, the CCBA programme was implemented through 

a series of one or two-day workshops organised and facilitat-

ed by the Federations. These workshops covered information 

on how Workplace Skills Plana (WSPs) are designed and 

funded, the role of labour representatives in the process of 

WSP formulation, government strategic objectives outlined 

in the NSDS III and the National Skills Development Plan, 

the new SETA landscape, and gender mainstreaming. 

Participants were mainly shop-stewards and union officials 

at national conferences. The summary of workshops funded 

through the NSF CCBA interventions under SO8 and the 

number of attendees of the workshops held during the 

period under review are provided in Table 6-9. 

Table 6-9: CCBA programme beneficiaries during the 2015/2016-2019/2020 period

Organisation Training 
period Training programmes

Attendance

Targeted Actual
COSATU 2013 - 2018 9 provincial advocacy workshops; Chris Hani 

Brigade; Local Office Bearers training; Gender 

Workshop; Basic Shop Steward training; and 

Political training 

2400 2496

FEDUSA 2014-2018 9 Provincial workshops 1500 >1500
NACTU 2014-2017 7 national workshops; 25 provincial workshops; 1 

National Skills Conference; and 10 Company visits

1640 1505
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Interviewees mentioned a number of challenges with the 

CCBA training, including logistical issues and the costs of 

venue and transport.  Shop stewards were also sometimes 

refused time off from work to attend the workshops (e.g. 

see NACTU Quarterly reports, COSATU interview).  At the 

same time, the federations also noted cases of over-sub-

scription at workshops that resulted in over-expenditure. 

According to the COSATU close-out report, only 60% of the 

targeted beneficiaries were reached.

According to an education official in one federation (FED1), 

the workshops were never simply a technical policy 

discussion: “You cannot be one dimensional if you want 

to train on the NSDP because you run the risk of people 

not understanding the whole philosophy that forms our 

view. The point I am trying to make is that you cannot train 

without bringing the other aspects that connect to skills 

development…So, legislation is key, politics and political 

economy are key.”

Trade Union leadership has sometimes also not recognised 

how skills development can be used to transform Trade 

Unions and the workplace. NACTU’s close-out report (2017, 

p.6) explains that “our capacity building initiatives there-

fore sought to empower workers with the tools to confront 

their employers and ensure that training is conducted 

within the prescripts of national policy and legislation, 

while endowing them with knowledge to understand 

the technical link between grants and the type of training 

done at company level”. NACTU though took an innovative 

approach and invited employers to their training workshop 

in a pilot programme. According to the close-out report 

(2017, p5) to the NSF: “In 2014, NACTU sought to transcend 

advocacy work on NSDS III from generic capacity building 

of shop-stewards on skills development to engage em-

ployers and seek to establish skills committees in various 

companies where our unions are organised”.  Identified 

employers (20 companies) were invited to a joint CCBA 

workshop with Trade Union leaders. A NACTU interviewee 

said that initially, the employers were sceptical but through 

the process were said to have shifted their views on Trade 

Unions. 

COSATU notched up as an achievement that they had man-

aged to reach out to rural provinces, such as the Northern 

Cape, and to bring young workers into skills development.  

The reports to the NSF claim that post-workshop eval-

uations were positive overall (FEDUSA up to 95%), The 

Federations argued that they had raised the awareness and 

the capacity of shop-stewards to engage with the employ-

ers. Workers were said to be more conscious of their right 

to skills development (FED2) and know that levies were 

paid to fund it. However, the effectiveness of the CCBA 

initiatives was hampered by various system-level hurdles. 

It was noted that the election of shop-stewards for three to 

five years before a new election was held contributed to a 

high turnover of shop-stewards that could be disruptive to 

the continuity of the CCBA programme (FED2). At the same 

time, there was also a problem of people who repeated the 

same course. It has become simpler to manage this after 

the NSF started funding on a three-year cycle rather than 

annually (FED1). It was mentioned that shop stewards were 

sometimes ill-disciplined and the workshops were seen as 

a social excursion and as a result, there was poor partici-

pation and failure to submit assignments (FED1).  NACTU 

acknowledges in its close-out report (2017, p7) that: “over 

the years we realised that workshop programmes degen-

erate to talk-shops if there were no targeted follow-up 

programmes that sought to implement the outcomes of 

the workshop”. 

FED3 also noted that their advocacy work around skills 

development could be undermined by another union if 

there was rivalry between unions in a workplace.  It was, 

therefore, suggested that there needed to be greater 

inter-union collaboration on skills development.  

6.2.4	 IMPLICATIONS IN THE CONTEXT OF THE THEORY OF CHANGE (IN PRACTICE) 

The reconstructed Theory of Change for the NSF that 

reflects the approach to enact the change that the NSF 

perused during the analysed period illustrated that 

the attainment of SO6, SO7 and SO8 would render the 

achievement of the “expanded, more effective and inte-

grated PSET system” outcome. The latter is among the 

major pre-conditions for the successful attainment of 

outputs that are linked to SO1–SO4 of the NSF, i.e. learners 

complete training and acquire skills in critical and priority 

areas. Thus, as was argued earlier, the success of the NSF 

with respect to capacity development of the PSET system 

and skills infrastructure development would indirectly 

influence the progress made in skills development initia-

tives. This is because the NSF interventions focusing on 

the development of the PSET capacity were envisaged to 

facilitate access to completion of training and acquisition 

of skills for priority occupations, of SMMEs and cooper-

atives, and for community-based initiatives by learners, 

especially those living in non-metro areas and funded 

through SO1–SO4.
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As indicated earlier, during the analysed period, the NSF 

has made notable progress in the expansion of learning 

and training capacities of 19 TVET colleges throughout the 

country as part of the Centres of Specialisations and the 

wider PSET system through its partner institutions such as 

the DHET, QCTO, SAICA, GTAC, and SACI. It was, however, 

less successful in the expansion of the skills infrastructure 

relative to what was planned to be achieved. Out of ten 

skills infrastructure projects, three have been completed, 

judging by the budget spent. These were located in the 

Eastern Cape, which assisted in improving access to stu-

dents, and in Gauteng that involved the deployment of 

two dual-system pilot projects at two TVET colleges. 

Regardless of the extent to which the projects that were 

initiated during the period have been completed by the 

end of the analysed period, the above achievements are 

expected to have a positive effect on the access to and 

enrolment of learners, which are measured through SO1-

SO4. The extent to which the NSF has been successful in 

attaining its targets under SO1-SO4 and understanding 

the extent to which the development of the PSET system 

has indeed contributed towards their progress is analysed 

in the next section.  

6.3	 EFFECTIVENESS WITH RESPECT TO SKILLS DEVELOPMENT 

Funding towards education and training, and thereby 

skills development, is born of the need to address the 

country’s triple challenge of poverty, unemployment, 

and inequality. Elevated education and skills levels are 

enablers of economic growth, and skilled people are able 

not only to be absorbed into employment, but also to 

create jobs (Kraak, et al., 2013). Thus, employed and em-

ployable people contribute to the economic activity of the 

country, and skilled people can become self-employed. 

This structural exercise in the economy is necessary for 

continued and sustainable growth, and reductions in un-

employment, poverty, and inequality (Kraak, et al., 2013). 

During the analysed period, as was indicated earlier in the 

report, the NSF pursued the funding of skills development 

interventions in three streams, i.e. skills for priority occu-

pations that are pursued through SO1, skills of SMMEs and 

cooperatives that are pursued through SO3, and skills for 

CBIs that are part of SO4. Across these three streams of 

interventions, priority has been given towards those inter-

ventions that focused on learners from non-metro areas, 

which the NSF defined as rural areas and which formed 

part of SO2. Thus, to assess the effectiveness of the NSF 

with respect to the skill development interventions, the 

evaluation considers the success made by the NSF in the 

attainment of its targets on all four fronts of the skills 

development sub-programme. 

6.3.1	 NSF APPROACH TO FUNDING SKILLS DEVELOPMENT INTERVENTIONS 

The NSF’s role in skills development has been largely limit-

ed to the provision of funding, which was aimed to address 

the gaps in the system caused by the historical spatial and 

underfunding of the system and sector-based allocation of 

resources mentioned earlier in the report. During the ana-

lysed period, the allocation of funds by the NSF has largely 

been based on national priorities and advised by the NSA. 

These included priorities determined by the Minister for 

Higher Education and Training and the Director-General of 

the DHET, which are based on the NSDS III (NSA, 2020). 

While this approach is well within the defined roles and 

responsibilities of the NSF, such strict alignment with gov-

ernment imperatives can result in the NSF ignoring more 

urgent needs, particularly those that emerge suddenly 

and have not been predicted and planned for in the gov-

ernment strategic documents. This is because government 

priorities tend to be defined for a prolonged period and are 

not regularly revised. The case in point is the list of occupa-

tions that are in high demand that influences the selection 

of skills development interventions under SO1 and that is 

updated only every second year. Another example is the 

COVID-19 pandemic that altered the needs of the indus-

tries. It became evident, however, that the NSF lacked the 

flexibility to address emergent needs swiftly. 

Timeous identification of the education and training 

needs and provision of funding to address these, though, 

is only one of the prerequisites when it comes to address-

ing the gaps in the skills development space. New trades 

and qualifications need to be registered, requiring the 

QCTO and SAQA to have efficient processes with short 

turnaround time, supported by access to trained assessors 

and facilitators. 
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Regardless of the targeted beneficiary or the skills devel-

opment programme funded, the NSF Theory of Change 

assumes that education and training institutions provide 

an environment that assists the funded learners to com-

plete their training successfully, while funded individuals 

are committed to the learning and training programmes 

they are enrolled in and do not drop out. There is also 

an expectation that education and training institutions 

that funded learners enrol in have the skills, abilities and 

competency to provide learners with the best quality of 

education linked to the required qualification. This means 

that these institutions need to be adequately capacitated 

and developed, which, as has been discussed earlier, is 

the focus of the NSF strategic objectives targeting the 

PSET system development, (i.e. SO6, SO7, SO8). Thus, the 

success of the NSF with respect to skills development 

objectives is partially dependent on the extent to which 

the NSF has been able to contribute to the PSET system 

development and in doing so enable the following:

•	 Adequate presence of education and training institu-

tions in the country offering training that is relevant 

and in demand;

•	 High quality of education and training offered by 

institutions;

•	 Creation of partnerships between educational 

institutions and employers to ensure relevance and 

opportunities for work experience; and

•	 Articulation between HEI, FET institutions, and skills 

development programmes.

 

During the analysed period, skills development interven-

tions were implemented by the NSF through the provision 

of grants to different role-players or service providers5 and 

take the form of either proactive or reactive approaches 

(DHET, 2011 b.). 

•	 The proactive approach involved a solicited bidding 

process through requests for proposals (RFPs), which 

the NSF advertised to targeted applicants and stra-

tegic partners (or designated categories) at various 

intervals in a calendar year (DHET, 2011 b.). These RFPs 

could be either open calls or closed calls. Open calls 

refer to media invitations for applications from qual-

ifying applicants, where proposals are granted using 

a competitive process to ensure project eligibility 

and to ensure that programmes with high impact are 

selected (DHET, 2011 b.). Closed calls are invitations 

targeted at specific public sector partners and stake-

holders and may include applicant categories that 

are not within the PSET system; this is applicable in 

exceptional instances (DHET, 2011 b.). 

•	 The reactive approach involved an unsolicited bid-

ding process where the NSF allowed for unrequested 

creative ideas from various players in the skills devel-

opment system to apply for grants (DHET, 2011 b.). 

With unsolicited bids, proposals were pre-screened for 

recommendation; no screening for solicited bids was 

undertaken as applicants of such bids were already 

categorised and generally met applicant eligibility. 

 

Applicants, through either approach, had to meet certain 

criteria to be eligible for funding, namely project eligibility 

and applicant eligibility. Project eligibility refers to wheth-

er the project responds to the priorities highlighted in key 

national imperatives, while applicant eligibility refers to 

whether the applicant possesses requisite implementa-

tion capacity, governance and monitoring and evaluation 

structures, as well as being law-compliant (DHET, 2011 b.). 

Since the mandate of learning institutions stems from the 

Higher Education Act 101 of 1997, this process ensured 

that the approved service providers had the skills, abili-

ties and competency to provide quality education and 

learning, as well as mentoring and facilitating faculties, 

to learners. It also assisted the NSF in selecting partner 

organisations that had adequate infrastructure, resources 

and other requirements to carry out workplace-based 

training.

Service providers received a letter of approval once they 

are awarded a project. The approval letter communicated 

the budget, approved programmes, beneficiary numbers 

and other conditions the applicant had to heed before the 

commencement of the project (DHET, 2011 b.). This letter 

stipulated everything the service provider should know 

and adhere to and formed the basis for evaluation of how 

the service provider progressed with the project. The 

NSF did not control how service providers run a project, 

but the approval letter helped it to set the conditions 

the providers must adhere to throughout the project life 

cycle. Importantly, it was the responsibility of the service 

provider to identify and screen learners. 

At present, the NSF uses the funding it provides as 

leverage for service providers to follow their contracts, 

approval letters and to comply with the stipulations of the 

learning programmes they implement. This includes pro-

ducing or recruiting a certain number of learners in the 

programme; they have to be accredited, facilitators must 

be qualified, and learners must have learning materials 

5 The service providers are typically partner organisations (local municipalities, provincial government, national government 
departments, state-owned enterprises, non-governmental organisations, large employers, youth development centres and small 
enterprises) or learning institutions (private and public HEIs, public HEIs, private colleges, public TVET colleges, accredited SDPs, 
and lead employers). Generally, learning institutions provide the theoretical learning component, while partner organisations look 
after the workplace-based learning component.
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and resources, for example. To enforce compliance, the 

NSF has started blacklisting service providers who did not 

abide by the conditions in place. The NSF also created a 

list of preferential providers versus delinquent providers 

based on their track record to inform future approvals. 

When service providers did not act in accordance with the 

conditions or implementation criteria, corrective actions 

were taken, but these had to have minimal effect on the 

learners. The learners would then be placed with more 

competent service providers to ensure they did not miss 

out on the training offered by a service provider who 

could not be granted funds any longer, for example.

The following section outlines the achievements of the 

NSF with respect to the skills development interventions 

funded through SO1, SO2, SO3 and SO4 following the 

process outlined above. 

6.3.2	 ACHIEVEMENTS AND NON-ACHIEVEMENTS OF THE NSF WITH RESPECT TO SKILLS 
DEVELOPMENT FOR PRIORITY OCCUPATIONS (SO1)

The DHET (2018) defines priority occupations as occupa-

tions considered to be in short supply. Such occupations 

also carry one or more of the following characteristics 

(DHET, 2018 b.):

•	 They have shown relatively strong employment 

growth in the recent past;

•	 They are expected to show relatively strong employ-

ment growth in the future;

•	 They have been identified as being in short supply in 

the labour market; or

•	 They are new or are expected to emerge in the near 

future as a result of innovation, technological ad-

vancements and the development of new industries 

(e.g. the establishment of new occupations in ‘green’ 

industries). 

 

Through this definition, the DHET collates a list of the 

top 100 occupations across various sectors which have 

been identified to be “in demand”, i.e. occupation in high 

demand (OIHD). The purpose of the OIHD list is, among 

other objectives, to inform human resource planning and 

development; resource allocation and prioritisation; the 

development of relevant qualifications, programmes, and 

curricula; and other national and international recruit-

ment strategies (DHET, 2014). The list is officially called 

The National Scarce Skills List: Top 100 Occupations in 

Demand.

For the purpose of this study, the following working 

definition for priority occupations was applied: “priority 

occupations” are occupations that have been identified 

as in demand by various information sources, including 

the Strategic Integrated Projects (SIPs), or as indicated 

in demand by the DHET’s list of top 100 occupations in 

demand. The NSF responds to national skills priorities 

outlined in the OIHD lists and other economic initiatives 

(oceans economy, green economy and artisan devel-

opment initiatives, for example) by delivering funding 

interventions for the following learning programmes 

under SO1:

•	 Undergraduate degrees related to scarce and critical 

skills (administered through NSFAS);

•	 Post-graduate degrees related to scarce and critical 

skills (administered through NSFAS, National Research 

Foundation - NRF, and National Institute for the Hu-

manities and Social Sciences - NIHSS);

•	 Occupational programmes (delivered through the 

public TVET colleges); and

•	 Workplace-based learning programmes (learnerships, 

apprenticeships, internships, skills programmes).

 

Funding of skills development interventions for priority 

occupations through SO1 aims to facilitate the school-

to-work transition for learners and make them more 

employable and work-ready when they enter the job 

market. This improves the prospects of job opportunities 

to which they have access and enhances their chances of 

being absorbed into employment. The ultimate achieve-

ment is to lower unemployment rates among the youth 

but at the same time foster economic growth through job 

creation in key industries and priority areas of the country. 

Figure 6-4 illustrates that the NSF intended to fund a 

total of 101 900 learners during the five-year period 

under review. In some instances, interviewed informants 

revealed that lower targets would sometimes be set to 

ensure that they could be reached and could be financed 

within the budgeted allocation for education and training 

programmes. It is not possible to state with certainty 

whether this was the case for SO1. Nonetheless, for the 
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four years for which the data were available, the NSF 

exceeded its intended target for SO1 by 27 025 funded 

learners or 27%. 

According to the annual reports, the overachievements 

under the education and training sub-programme were 

attributable to the operational shift within the NSF from 

funding skills development through private skills provid-

ers to utilising cross-cutting programme mixes, which 

broadens the scope of service providers (NSF, 2019). More 

specifically, the three-year R600m rural skills development 

initiative rolled out through 76 service providers contrib-

uted to a larger than expected enrolment of learners. The 

positive contribution that the NSF made with respect to 

the development of the capacity of TVET colleges, which 

was discussed earlier in the report, and that expanded 

access to education and training of learners can also be 

argued to have enabled the better than desired perfor-

mance of the NSF with regard to skills development for 

priority occupations. However, stakeholder engagements 

revealed that care needs to be taken when assessing 

the reported figures as overachievements could also be 

attributed to (a) unaudited performance figures due to 

the time lags often experienced in internal reporting and 

(b) funding of unsolicited bids, which was usually not 

planned for and not considered when setting the targets. 

Out of the 101 900 learners who were planned to be funded 

towards acquiring skills for priority occupations, the NSF 

expected 19 500 learners to complete their education 

and training during the review period. The organisation, 

however, managed to exceed this target by 7 126 or 37% 

by getting over 26 600 learners who were funded towards 

SO1 during the period to successfully graduate from their 

training. This overachievement is mainly attributed to 

the success of scarce and critical skills bursaries through 

NSFAS and the NRF, which means that a large number 

of mid- to high-level skills were being funnelled into the 

economy as envisaged by the NSF.

Learners completing training 

and capable of working in 

priority occupations.

Targeted Achieved Perf. Output

19 500 26 626 ì

é é é

Targeted Achieved Perf. Throughput

5.2 : 1 
(19.1%)

4.8 : 1 
(20.6%)

ì

é é é

Targeted Achieved Perf. Input

101 900 128 925 ì

Funding of education and 

training programmes to 

develop skills in occupations 

that are of high priority.
Figure 6-4: NSF performance with regard to SO1 during 

the 2015/2016-2019/2020 period

The achievement of the target set for the number of 

funded learners to complete training, however, provides 

only a partial insight into the effectiveness of the NSF. As 

mentioned earlier, targets were sometimes set lower to 

match funding availability; therefore, the achievement 

of the targets in such instances would not provide for 

an accurate assessment of the NSF performance. This 

can be addressed by looking at the desired throughput 

rate of learners, i.e. the number of funded learners vs the 

number of learners who were planned to be funded, and 

comparing it against the actual throughput rate achieved. 

As indicated in Figure 6-4, the NSF planned to see 19 500 

funded learners of 101 900 who were funded during that 

period to complete their training. This means that the 

desired throughput rate was one funded learner complet-

ing their training for every 5.2 learners funded during the 

period. This throughput rate reflected the fact that most of 

the training under SO1 involved multi-year programmes; 

therefore, learners who would start closer to the end of the 

analysed period were not expected to complete training 

within the same period. 

The analysis of the actual achievement suggests that 

the actual throughput rate achieved under SO1 was 4.8, 

which is better than what was initially envisaged. This 

suggests that NSF activities related to SO1 were effective 

in achieving the desired results. Had the drop-outs been 
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lower than experienced, the achievement could have 

been even higher. Interviewed informants conveyed that 

many learners do not meet the social criteria required of 

beneficiaries, and this is especially relevant for learners 

from rural areas who often have to travel further distances 

to attend training programmes and do not have the sup-

port that many urban-based learners enjoy.  

6.3.3	 ACHIEVEMENTS AND NON-ACHIEVEMENTS OF THE NSF WITH RESPECT TO SKILLS 
DEVELOPMENT FOR CBI (SO4)

The Department of Public Works (2017) and the NSF 

define community-based initiatives for skills development 

as projects that aim to develop the skills of unemployed 

locals who are poor, disadvantaged and vulnerable, and 

which provide poverty and income relief through tempo-

rary work for the unemployed to carry out socially useful 

activities. The NSF applies the above definition when it 

funds skills programmes carried out by community-based 

organisations (CBOs), NPOs and NGOs, as well as the Ex-

panded Public Works Programme (EPWP) managed by the 

Department of Public Works (DPW) through NGOs (NSF, 

2019). In the context of this study, a community-based 

initiative for skills development is therefore defined as a 

project that aims to (1) draw significant numbers of local 

unemployed people into productive work accompanied 

by training, so that they increase their capacity to earn 

an income; and (2) provide quality learning opportunities 

for out-of-school youth, adults and poor people whose 

learning is affected negatively by past and current social 

inequalities and poverty.

As illustrated in Figure 6-5, the NSF intended to fund a 

total of 11 000 learners over the five-year period under 

analysis and exceeded this target three times. Allocation 

of funds towards skills development through the EPWP 

(NSF, 2016) and successful partnership with SEDA (NSF, 

2017) were among the reasons for the exceedance of the 

target set for the number of learners to be funded for 

community-based initiatives skills development. 

During the analysed period, out of 11 000 learners who 

the NSF was targeting to fund, 7 200 learners were expect-

ed to complete their training as indicated in Figure 6-5. 

This represents a 65.5% targeted completion rate. Since 

the actual number of learners who were funded during 

the analysed period far exceeded the target of 11 000 

learners, the actual number of learners who completed 

training was also considerably greater than what was 

originally planned. 

Learners completing training 

and capable of working in 

priority occupations.

Targeted Achieved Perf. Output

7 200 18 200 ì

é é é

Targeted Achieved Perf. Throughput

1.5 : 1 
(65.5%)

1.9 : 1 
(52.1%)

î

é é é

Targeted Achieved Perf. Input

11 000 34 555 ì

Funding of education and 

training programmes to 

develop skills in occupations 

that are of high priority.

Figure 6-5: NSF performance with regard to SO4 during 

the 2015/2016-2019/2020 period

As shown in Figure 6-5, during the analysed period, 18 020 

learners completed their training under SO4. Compared 

to the target of 7 200 learners, this represents a triple 

achievement of the target. However, compared to the 

actual number of learners who were funded during that 

period, it reflects a 52.1% successful throughput consider-

ing the actual number of learners funded. 

The above means that while the NSF was highly effective 

(relative to the set targets) in facilitating skills development 

for community-based initiatives, the actual achievement 

of these efforts was expected to be considerably higher. 

As mentioned earlier in this section, the success of the 

NSF achieving its outputs (and subsequently retaining 

its throughput rate) was dependent on both the learners 

themselves and the learning institutions. Learners were 

expected to be committed to completing the training 

while learning institutions were expected to provide an 

environment that supported and motivated the learners. 



82
The lower throughput rate of 52% relative to the desired 

65% shows that these two assumptions did not stand 

during the analysed period. This negatively impacted the 

overall effectiveness of the NSF’s efforts in relation to SO4. 

Among the biggest factors that influenced the throughout 

rate were the delays in tranche payments for interventions 

funded under SO4, which engagements with stakeholders 

revealed have been common. Such delays influenced the 

ability of the learner to continue their training and their 

decision to drop out as learners relied on these stipends 

for day-to-day expenses. 

6.3.4	 ACHIEVEMENTS AND NON-ACHIEVEMENTS OF THE NSF WITH RESPECT TO SKILLS 
DEVELOPMENT FOR SMMES AND COOPERATIVES (SO3)

The focus of SO3 was on SMMEs and cooperatives de-

velopment, where the designed interventions targeted 

(a) SMMEs and cooperatives (owners and managers) to 

benefit from skills development initiatives funded by the 

NSF and (b) learners to acquire skills (workplace-based 

and entrepreneurial) through SMMEs and cooperatives 

that were then treated and funded as Skills Development 

Providers (SDPs). The role of the NSF in this regard was to 

provide funding to support SMME and cooperative de-

velopment initiatives that were aimed at developing the 

skills of individuals in the SMME and cooperative sector. 

Considering the prominent difference between the 

beneficiaries targeted under SO3, the following section 

analyses the NSF’s success first concerning skills develop-

ment of SMMEs and cooperatives and then with respect 

to enabling workplace-based training at SMMEs and 

cooperatives for learners. 

Achievement of skills development among SMMEs and 

cooperatives 

During the analysed period, the NSF targeted to fund at 

least 950 SMMEs and cooperatives. As indicated in Figure 

6-6, the organisation exceeded this target by almost six 

times, benefitting 5 776 SMMEs and cooperatives. As sug-

gested in annual reports, this was possible because of the 

SEDA BESD programme and the issue of unsolicited bids 

during the earlier years of the review period. In the last 

couple of years of the analysed period, however, the level 

at which the targets were exceeded reduced significantly 

compared to the first half of the analysed period. This 

could be linked to the diversion of NSF funds to subsidise 

the No Fee Increase campaign. 

SMMEs and cooperatives 

benefited from SD

Targeted Achieved Perf. Output

950 5 297 ì

é é é

Targeted Achieved Perf. Throughput

1 : 1 
(100%)

1.1: 1 
(92%)

î

é é é

Targeted Achieved Perf. Input

950 5 776 ì

Funding of education and 

training programmes to 

develop skills in occupations 

that are of high priority.

Figure 6-6: NSF performance with regard to SO3 focusing 

on skills development of SMMEs and cooperative manag-

ers and owners during the 2015/2016-2019/2020 period

The partnership with SEDA and procurement processes 

followed by the NSF that assured the ability of SDPs to 

deliver on the contracted services led to the NSF enabling 

the development of skills of managers and owners among 

5 297 SMMEs and cooperatives during the analysed period 

(see Figure 6-6). This means that the NSF was able to 

achieve its targets concerning the number of SMMEs and 

cooperatives completing business development training. 

However, given the activity-based and output targets 

set by the NSF, every SMME and cooperative that was 

intended to benefit from the skills development initiative 

was expected to graduate from these training initiatives. 

The results show that only nine out of ten (92%) funded 

SMMEs and cooperatives completed training. Delays in 

payment by the NSF, which interviewed stakeholders 
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referred to, were the main contributing factor to the less-

than-desired performance in this regard. 

Achievement of skills development of learners through 

workplace-based placement at SMMEs and cooperatives 

In facilitating the skills development of learners through 

workplace-based training at SMMEs and cooperatives, 

a total of 700 learners were envisaged to be funded 

during the analysed period. It should be noted, though, 

that this target was only set for the last two years of the 

2015/2016-2019/2020 period. Through the R600-million 

rural skills development initiative implemented by the NSF 

in the second half of the 2018/19 financial year, the NSF 

exceeded this target by eleven times and benefitted 7 907 

learners in two years, as indicated in Figure 6-7. 

The targeted throughput rate for the learners funded 

through SMMEs and cooperative workplace-based train-

ing was 100%. However, as indicated in Figure 6-7, only 

1 610 of 7 907 learners funded initially actually completed 

training. This means that only one out of five learners 

funded under SO3 workplace-based learning graduated 

from the respective learning programmes. Although the 

actual performance in terms of the number of learners 

who completed training exceeded the target by more 

than two times, the low throughput rate suggests that the 

overall effectiveness of workplace-based learning inter-

ventions through SMMEs and cooperatives was sub-par.

As indicated earlier, the attainment of the NSF’s targets 

with respect to the skills development of learners through 

SMME and cooperative initiatives was dependent on the 

capacity and capability of the appointed SDPs to perform 

such training. The low throughout rate suggests that such 

ability among SMMEs and cooperatives may have been 

significantly hampered. As suggested by interviewees, 

late payments from the NSF have been a common chal-

lenge that SDPs dealt with which likely contributed to the 

SDPs’ ability to train the learners as well as to incentivise 

and motivate them to complete their training. 

SMMEs and cooperatives 

benefited from SD

Targeted Achieved Perf. Output

700 1 610 ì

é é é

Targeted Achieved Perf. Throughput

1 : 1 
(100%)

4.9 : 1 
(20.4%)

î

é é é

Targeted Achieved Perf. Input

700 7 907 ì

Funding of learners to develop 

skills through SMMEs and 

co-operatives

Figure 6-7: NSF performance with regard to SO3 focusing 

on workplace-based learning provided by SMMEs and 

cooperative during the 2015/2016-2019/2020 period

6.3.5	 ACHIEVEMENTS AND NON-ACHIEVEMENTS OF THE NSF WITH RESPECT TO SKILLS 
DEVELOPMENT IN RURAL AREAS (SO2)

According to the HRSC (2012), no standard definition exists 

for “rural areas” in South Africa. As such, policy-makers and 

researchers often rely upon identifying characteristics 

that assist in distinguishing rural and urban areas. The 

1997 Rural Development Framework thus defined rural 

areas as “the sparsely populated areas in which people 

farm or depend on natural resources, including the vil-

lages and small towns that are dispersed through these 

areas. In addition, they include the large settlements in 

the former homelands, created by the apartheid removals, 

which depend for their survival on migratory labour and 

remittances” (DRDLR, 2010, p. 7). The above definition 

proposed by the Department of Rural Development and 

Land Reform (DRDLR) was never adopted by government 

as an official definition for rural areas. Nonetheless, most 

government departments and related organisations seem 

to have accepted this definition as a working definition, 

largely because it coincided strongly with the conditions 

that affected rural dwellers prior to 1994. 

The definition of rural areas that the NSF applies in its 

interventions, however, refers to “all the District Munici-

palities in South Africa, excluding the eight Metropolitan 

Municipalities” such as (NSF, 2017; NSF, 2018):
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•	 Buffalo City Metropolitan Municipality;

•	 City of Cape Town Metropolitan Municipality;

•	 City of Johannesburg Metropolitan Municipality;

•	 City of Tshwane Metropolitan Municipality;

•	 Ekurhuleni Metropolitan Municipality;

•	 eThekwini Metropolitan Municipality (Durban area);

•	 Mangaung Metropolitan Municipality (Bloemfontein 

area); and

•	 Nelson Mandela Bay Metropolitan Municipality (Port 

Elizabeth / Uitenhage areas).

 

According to the NSF (2017; 2018), the above definition 

was adopted from the Department of Rural Development; 

however, it is unclear which DRDLR document informed it. 

Notably, the above definition mirrors the non-metro area 

definition of Statistics SA.

In the context of the above, the NSF focus has been on 

providing opportunities for learners from rural areas to ac-

quire skills that will enable them to get employed in urban 

areas, among other opportunities. The implementation of 

initiatives under SO2 formed part of the implementation 

of interventions funded under SO1, SO3 and SO4. In other 

words, the SO2 was pursued by providing funding for 

initiatives targeting priority occupations, SMME and co-

operative skills development, workplace-based learning 

at SMMEs and cooperatives, and skills development for 

community-based initiatives that were to be implement-

ed in rural areas. This was corroborated from the perusal 

of learner performance record datasets, which suggested 

that about three-quarters of all learners who were funded 

by the NSF during the analysed period were located in 

rural areas. 

Indeed, as indicated in Table 6-10, at least half of all 

initiatives implemented under SO1, SO3 and SO4 were 

implemented in rural areas. The interventions funded 

under SO3, however, appear to have had a considerably 

greater focus on rural areas than the initiatives under 

other strategic objectives. 

Table 6-10: Learners from rural areas funded for each SO between 2016/2017 and 2019/2020

Period Strategic objective % of learners funded from rural 
areas (SO2)

2016/17 - 2019/20 SO1 55%

SO3 89%

SO4 63%

Total 76%

The overlap between the implementation of SO2 and 

other strategic objectives means that the same challenges 

that the NSF and its partner organisations and learning in-

stitutions experienced during the analysed period would 

also affect the performance of the NSF with respect to 

SO2. In summary, these challenges were related to the 

delays in the initial processing and approval of bids, while 

during the execution of the project they involved delays 

in payments to the partner organisation and services pro-

viders that impacted their ability to retain and continue 

training learners within the programmes. 

As illustrated in Figure 6-8, during the analysed period, 

the NSF targeted to take 70 560 learners from rural areas 

through the training and learning programmes and was 

able to exceed this target by 47 909 learners. This was 

largely possible due to the National Rural Youth Service 

Corps (NARYSEC) programme, the EPWP, the SEDA BESD 

Programme, as well as programmes in partnership 

with the then Department of Agriculture, Forestry and 

Fisheries (DAFF). Worth noting is that the moratorium 

on new projects due to the need to allocate funds for 

No Fees increases for the 2017 and 2018 academic years 

did not notably impact the ability of the NSF to reach its 

targets over the analysed period. However, since many of 

such training and education programmes are multi-year 

programmes, the effects of No Fee increase on the uptake 

of new learners into the system are likely to be seen in the 

upcoming years and impact the NSF’s performance in the 

first few years of the new MTSF period.  
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Learners from rural areas 

completing training

Targeted Achieved Perf. Output

19 500 28 308 ì

é é é

Targeted Achieved Perf. Throughput

3.6 : 1 
(28%)

4.2 : 1 
(24%)

ì

é é é

Targeted Achieved Perf. Input

70 560 118 469 ì

Prioritisation of funding to 

target skills development in 

rural areas

Figure 6-8: NSF performance with regard to SO2 during 

the 2015/2016-2019/2020 period

Of the 118 469 learners from rural areas who were funded, 

28 308 learners have completed their training by the end 

of the analysed period (refer to Figure 6-8). This is greater 

than the target of 19 500 that was set for the period, 

suggesting that the NSF was highly successful in meeting 

its target. Worth noting is that the achievement of the 

overall target for the period was only possible due to the 

exceedance of annual targets in the last two years of the 

analysed period. This could suggest that a large portion 

of programmes that learners from rural areas would be 

enrolled in included multi-year programmes, and learn-

ers enrolled in a specific year would only be counted to 

complete these programmes some years after. Indeed, 

a significant portion of funding that has been allocated 

during the earlier years was directed to bursaries for stu-

dents in non-metro areas to study at universities. 

Considering the targets set for both the number of funded 

learners from rural areas and the number of learners from 

rural areas who completed training, it appears that the 

NSF envisaged achieving a 28% throughput rate. This 

means that of every 100 learners from rural areas who 

were funded during the period under analysis, 28 learners 

were expected to complete training. Such a low through-

put rate, particularly considering the rates set for SO3 and 

SO4, again suggests that most of the programmes that 

learners from rural areas were envisaged to be enrolled 

into would be multi-year programmes. Given the actual 

achievements with respect to the above indicators, the 

throughput rate was 24%. This is lower than what was 

initially targeted but not as far from the target as was 

reported for SO3 and SO4. Since the majority of learners 

funded under SO3 and SO4 were also accounted towards 

SO2, as was outlined in Table 6-10, it is likely that the un-

derperformance of the NSF in SO3 and SO4 contributed to 

the lower throughput rate than desired. 

Overall, the NSF was largely successful with SO2. It suc-

cessfully exceeded the targets for both the funding of 

learners from rural areas and the number of learners from 

rural areas who completed their training, and also largely 

kept up with the desired throughput ratio, making its 

performance with respect to SO2 more effective than it 

was with SO3 and SO4. 

6.4	 EFFECTIVENESS WITH RESPECT TO WORKER EDUCATION (SO5) 

This section examines the NSF achievements with respect 

to Worker Education strategic objective (i.e. SO5). It starts 

with an interpretation of worker education as under-

stood by the NSF and a description of the approach that 

followed by the organisation during the period under 

review. It then continues to assess the effectiveness of the 

organisation in the various streams that the NSF pursued 

during the period between 2015/2016 and 2019/2020.   

6.4.1	 NSF INTERPRETATION AND APPROACH TO FUNDING WORKER EDUCATION 

As described in the Strategic Plan, the purpose of support-

ing workers’ education is that: 

“Trade Unions, their education programmes, as well as other 

worker-initiated training programmes play an important 

role in the further education and training of workers in 

broader sectoral policy and capacity to effectively engage 

in the workplace and broader economy. Trade Unions and 

worker education and training initiatives are able to use the 

critical networks of their organisations (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 
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to the economy as a whole. South Africa has a long history 

of worker education 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” (NSF, 

2019, p. 69)

The conceptual framework for locating worker education 

is taken directly from the NSDS III (DHET, 2011, p. 19). 

Some strands within this descriptor are open to different 

interpretations; therefore, it needs to be unpacked, and 

clarification must be provided on how it is understood 

within the NSF.

Four reasons for the NSF to support workers’ education 

appear in the section above:

•	 The first rationale for funding workers’ education 

is that it has a ‘long history’ and has built up experi-

ences or traditions and institutions that continue 

to be worthy of support. The detail of that history is 

not given in the Strategic Plan, so it is not possible 

to specify which traditions of workers education the 

NSF supports. An interviewee (NSF1) pointed out that 

labour representatives had voiced concerns that the 

historical capacity of the Trade Union movement was 

lost when its leadership was absorbed into the post-

1994 government. COSATU’s 2012 Secretariat Report 

points out that “the quality and prevalence of political 

education in unions has deteriorated since the tran-

sition.”  As a result, Trade Union representatives had 

raised the need for funding for worker education 

during the DHET policy consultations (e.g. over the 

WP-PSET).   

•	 A second reason given in the NSDS III/NSF justifica-

tion is that workers’ education enables workers “to 

effectively engage in the workplace”.  Shop-stewards 

are elected in workplaces and have the function of 

representing workers with management over prob-

lems that arise or in collective bargaining over wages 

and working conditions, including health and safety. 

Where an employer plans to restructure a factory or 

office, the shop steward is expected to engage the 

employer and represent workers in such processes. A 

third reason given for the NSF to support worker ed-

ucation, closely tied to the second, is so that workers 

can “effectively engage” in the “broader economy”.  

(Again, ‘engage’ is left open-ended).  One interviewee 

explained it as: “When they go to parliament, they can 

speak authoritatively about workplace issues” (NSF1).

•	 There are various forums where the social partners 

– government, labour, business – are expected to 

discuss and reach some accord on issues related to the 

economy, labour and skills.  A review of the literature 

does raise concerns over the current capacity of worker 

representatives to engage in the broader economy. 

Marock (2017), in a case study of South African trade 

union involvement in training, shows that the number 

of trade unions participating in SETAs has declined. 

As a result, in one example, workers’ demands were 

side-lined in favour of bringing in unemployed youth 

into the sector or upskilling black professionals. In 

contrast, Marock (2017) argues that where trade 

unions have a training programme for shop stewards 

that focuses on their right to training in workplaces, 

the trade union (in Marock’s example, National Union 

of Metal Workers of South Africa - NUMSA) is more 

effective in linking workers’ demands for training with 

broader development issues at the level of the SETA 

(Marock, 2017, p. 150).

•	 The fourth reason given in the NSF justification for sup-

porting Workers’ Education is that it advances national 

development. Trade unions and their representatives 

are expected to represent their members not only 

with their employers but also in policy-making and 

policy implementation structures engaged in social 

and economic development. Issues such as education, 

housing, transport and health care are important 

issues for workers and can impact their working lives. 

Unions need to be able to articulate the challenges 

faced by workers and motivate for interventions that 

improve their quality of life. 

 

Worker Education programme funded by NSF, thus, has 

a focus on building the capacity of trade union officials. 

There is broad agreement amongst stakeholders that 

Trade Union representatives need a wide range of skills 

to enable them to engage with management in the work-

place, with employers at company level, with employers 

at sector level and in bargaining councils. In addition to 

articulating around workplace issues, trade unionists also 

need to be able to represent workers and their interests in 

tripartite structures, where they need to be able to discuss 

a range of often complex socio-economic issues and chal-

lenges. Importantly, NSF funding for worker education is 

grounded in developmental goals. Therefore, the training 

of worker representatives is intended to enhance their 

knowledge of labour rights within the context of South 

Africa’s wider economic development policies.

As indicated in the Theory of Change, the approach to 

worker education by the NSF is broad and does not fall 



87
E

V
A

LU
A

T
IO

N
 O

F
 T

H
E

 N
A

T
IO

N
A

L 
S

K
IL

L
S

 F
U

N
D

   
|  

PE
RI

O
D

 U
N

D
ER

 R
EV

IE
W

: 2
01

5/
20

16
-2

01
9/

20
20

under only one strategic objective. The NSF Theory of 

Change articulated that workers (through their repre-

sentatives) should be enabled to engage around, secure 

and protect the social and economic rights of workers in 

the workplace and the broader economy in a way that 

supports the country’s developmental goals. If workers 

support the developmental goals – an inclusive growth 

path – then the social compact between labour, business 

and government is more likely to succeed in “creating 

employment and reducing inequality and poverty”. The 

above is meant to be attained through the training and 

education of workers, the funding of researching activities 

that support worker education, and CCBA for Trade Unions 

that provides funding for workers to be engaged with the 

NSDSSA. This however created a confusion as objectives 

pursued under CCBA of Trade Unions, for example, differ 

from the objectives pursued under SO5. The training and 

education of workers form part of SO5: Worker Education; 

however, CCBA for Trade Unions and research for worker 

education form part of SO8, which has been assessed 

earlier. The following sections contain the analysis of 

achievements and non-achievements of the NSF with 

respect to SO5 only. 

6.4.2	 ACHIEVEMENTS AND NON-ACHIEVEMENTS OF THE NSF WITH RESPECT TO SO5

The individuals targeted by the NSF under the education 

and training interventions within the worker education 

focus during the period under review were shop-stewards 

and union office bearers, or other worker representatives 

such as safety officers (NSF1). The training they received 

was meant to achieve three things: 

•	 Firstly, to bring their knowledge up to speed on topics 

such as labour-related legislation, human resources 

policy, grievance procedures, the economy;

•	 Secondly, to improve their skills in such areas as ne-

gotiation, representing workers in labour grievances, 

speaking or debating, basic financial accounting; and

•	 Thirdly, to improve the understanding of the political 

economy of SA and be able to engage on behalf of 

workers on broader socio-economic issues.

It was assumed that if worker representatives had such 

up-to-date, thorough knowledge and skills behind them, 

they would be in a better position to protect and advance 

the rights of workers for increased earnings, better skills, 

work safety measures, secure pensions, improved access 

to decent housing, transport, health care and education, 

etc. Moreover, if these skills and knowledge were used by 

worker representatives to advance workers’ rights within 

a developmental framework, then it was likely that there 

would be a greater chance of cooperation among the em-

ployers’ organisations, trade unions and the government 

of a country.  In such a system of tripartism or economic 

corporatism, trade unions would be social partners to 

create economic policy through consultation, negotia-

tion, and compromise. The result would be an “inclusive 

growth path” that would more likely ensure job security 

and reduce unemployment.

To achieve this desired state, the scope of training for 

shop-stewards and Trade Union officials, therefore, 

required to go beyond the duties of trade union officers 

and to topics such as labour law, the functions of trade 

unions, collective bargaining and health and safety in the 

workplace. If it was to address workers’ rights in a develop-

mental framework, workers education needed to broach 

“non-traditional” subjects such as democracy and good 

governance, entrepreneurship development, information 

technology, international trade, political economy, the en-

vironment, social and cultural values, and young workers 

(Walamba, 2014, p. 31).

Funds allocated towards SO5 during the review period 

During the analysed period, the NSF allocated R118.9 million 

towards Worker Education (i.e. SO5), which is about 1% of 

the Education and Training sub-programme (NSF, 2019, 

p. 75). The allocated budget of over R118.9 million has 

not been fully spent. At the time of the research for this 

evaluation, only around R36 million had been contracted 

to Labour Service Organisations (LSOs) and R28m had been 

spent. The remaining R8 million has been committed and 

will be claimed once the evidence requirements of work 

done and programmes completed have been provided to 

the NSF.

The amount of money committed but not spent in the five 

years by the NSF towards Worker Education strategic objec-

tive, which as mentioned earlier amounted to R8 million, is 

a concern. In the discussions with LSOs and the Federations, 

as well as an examination of participant feedback, as well 

as observations by the NSF managers, the following factors 

influencing the disbursements were noted:
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•	 The process of moving from a funding application to 

final approval, contract signing and the payment of 

the first tranche can take a long time. Plans were made 

for courses but neither the LSOs nor the Federations 

had reserves of funds to enable programmes to go 

ahead prior to funding beginning to flow.

•	 Although efforts have been made by the NSF to 

move to multi-year funding agreements, the funding 

remains project-based. There is nothing wrong with 

the approach as project methodology helps planning 

processes, but it makes it difficult for LSOs to build 

capacity. 

•	 The trade unions and LSOs found it difficult to comply 

with NSF evidence requirements to enable payments 

to be made. The NSF has a responsibility to ensure that 

funds are spent on what was agreed would be funded, 

and there needs to be an understanding of that. It is 

an observation of the research team that monitoring 

arrangements are generally very weak. If these could 

be strengthened at the start of a project, the evidence 

would be much more accessible when it is needed. 

•	 In some cases, practical problems intervened, such 

as national strikes or election periods, that can dis-

rupt planning processes. In 2020, COVID-19 and the 

lockdown have caused problems, but this can only be 

regarded as a problem in 2020. 

Nature of training and education of workers (SO5) pursued 

during the period under review

The underlying assumption of SO5 was that if Worker 

Education programmes covered content relevant to 

workers’ rights within the workplace and on broader 

socio-economic issues, then trade union representatives 

who attended Worker Education programme would more 

effectively represent the interests of workers. From the 

call for applications for funding for worker education, 

the NSF had a very targeted approach – specifically re-

questing certain institutions to send in funding proposals 

and providing a brief on what was to be covered under 

worker education. Consequently, there were two main 

institutions to receive funding for worker education, i.e. 

Ditsela and Workers College.  Both Ditsela and Workers 

College were well-established during the analysed period 

and had relationships with the three main Trade Union 

Federations, i.e. COSATU, FEDUSA, and NACTU. Funding 

proposals submitted by Ditsela and the Workers College, 

therefore, allowed to cover a wide scope of Trade Unions 

and links in with the tripartite institutions6. 

During the period under analysis, the following pro-

grammes were funded by the NSF:

Table 6-11: Programmes funded by the NSF under SO5

Programmes funded through Ditsela Programmes funded through 
Workers Colleges 

•	 Danlep development: educator development; 

women leadership; organiser development; labour 

law; leading and managing; political economy. 

•	 Trade Union Practise Qualification (TUPQ)

•	 Train the Trainer

•	 Delivery of Advanced Certificate on Health and 

Safety; 

•	 Advanced Certificate on Climate Change; 

•	 Advanced Certificate on Trustee Development; 

•	 Advanced Certificate on Research and Information; 

•	 Advanced Certificate on Knowledge economy and 

workplace technology. 

•	 Industrial Working Life Programme (IWLP) Degree

•	 Certificate in Social and Development Studies

•	 Certificate in Labour and Gender Studies

•	 Certificate in Participatory Action Research

•	 Diploma in Labour Law

•	 Political and Economic Orientation of Shop Stewards

•	 Intermediate Certificate: Trade Union History 

Programme

•	 Basic Shop Steward Certificate

There was accord among the interviewees that the aim 

of the funded worker education was to train shop stew-

ards, union officials and leadership on labour legislation, 

workers’ rights and also on strengthening the Trade Union 

as an organisation. As one interviewee explained, worker 

education “must professionalise the Trade Union” so that 

popularly elected shop-stewards are knowledgeable about 

their roles and responsibilities and legal technicalities. 

6 The South African Federation of Trade Unions (SAFTU) which was established in 2016 has not yet been admitted to NEDLAC and has 
no formal relationship with the NSF.
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enrol into Worker Education 

programmes

Figure 6-9: NSF performance with regard to SO5 during 

the 2015/2016-2019/2020 period

During the period under analysis, the NSF aimed to see 

2 075 learners among workers enrol into the Worker 

Education programme provided by Ditsela and Workers 

College. As indicated in Figure 6-9, the actual enrolment 

was below the target. At the same time, the NSF expected 

a 73% throughout during the review period, which would 

allow it to see 1 500 learners among workers completing 

training. However, only 27.6% of the targeted number 

was trained, and considering that 1 678 individuals were 

enrolled during the period, the throughput through the 

programme was roughly three times smaller. 

The NSF Annual Report for 2016/17 explains that the 

under-achievement of outputs for that financial year 

was a result of the two years of No Fee Increase at higher 

education institutions, which resulted in new projects 

being delayed until certainty regarding funding had 

been secured.  At the same time, the annual report states 

that “funding for worker education has been secured to 

achieve the NSF’s targets.”  In the following year, when 

again there had been no actual achievement against 

targets, the Annual Report for 2017/2018 explains that 

this was due to “budgetary reprioritisation, resulting in 

funding for worker education projects being delayed.”

By 2018/19, enrolment of 170 workers at the Workers 

College for various qualifications, namely Industrial and 

Working Life Programme degree and higher certificates in 

Labour Economics, Labour Studies, Public Administration 

and Participatory Action Research, assisted with “the 

higher than expected performance”.  However, the NSF 

admits that the target of 100 workers in 2018/19 was a 

guesstimate since they had no audited reporting figures 

from the previous year to use as a baseline. A similar 

explanation is given for the input target of 200 in 2018/19. 

Workers College had 239 students enrolled between 2017 

and 2019 (6 in 2017; 157 in 2018 and 76 in 2019). Just 

under two thirds (63%) were male and 37% were female. 

Of those enrolled, 34% had completed the programme 

and another 48% were still enrolled.

A total of 1 698 learners participated in Ditsela training 

programmes during the analysed period. The Danlep 

Provincial Schools programme accounted for the highest 

number of participants at 52.3% or 888 participants. This 

was followed by the Trade Union Practice Qualification at 

238 participants (14%). The Train the Trainer and National 

Educator Conference programmes had similar numbers 

of participants at 179 and 178 participants, respectively. 

The remaining programmes accounted for a much smaller 

share of total participants with the Political Economy pro-

gramme having only 20 participants or 1.2% of the total 

number of participants. 

Benefits derived from training and education of workers 

(SO5) pursued during the period under review

Interviewees from Trade Unions were positive overall 

about the outcomes of the education programmes. 

According to one representative (FED1): “We have also 

opened eyes of various shop stewards who come from the 

mentalities of patriarchy and backwardness. I remember I 

was once facilitating in the North West, where somebody 

threatened me with lightning on my way to Johannesburg 

because I was questioning their traditional beliefs. After 

two years I met the same person, and she was a complete-

ly different person from who she was.” 

There were also accounts of trainees demonstrating that 

they could use the knowledge and skills. The majority of 

learners reported linking their own experiences with what 

was being taught in the classes and that they could use 
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the skills within their trade unions.  One Worker College 

graduate, a Police and Prisons Civil Rights Union (POPCRU) 

shop steward, said the courses she had attended (includ-

ing Labour Studies and Shop Steward induction) had 

given her an understanding of the politics of the country 

as well as “the manner of dealing with people.”  She has 

also had more success in arbitration cases. These are 

mainly related to decisions on promotion, and she had 

challenged equity targets if they were seemingly unfair.  

But most importantly for her has been her growth as “an 

activist and a comrade”. Another interviewed beneficiary 

(WC3) had found the course politically empowering, and, 

having left the Trade Union to become a community ac-

tivist, had helped organise several marches against poor 

service delivery and assisted community members to 

reconnect electricity and water cut-offs. As stated by the 

representative, “It has thus made it easy for us to realise 

the power of our collective agency.”

That sentiment was repeated by others. Trainees spoke 

of being taught to think critically, not to take statements 

at face value, of understanding the meaning of political 

ideologies such as socialism and capitalism, of thinking 

about how they could make a difference to communities 

(WC2 - South African Transport and Allied Workers Union 

(SATAWU)).  A Ditsela trainee (branch official) said the 

training had shifted his attention from “day-to-day issues” 

to longer-term improvements such as getting older shop 

stewards to engage with how to adjust to new technolo-

gies on the mine (D3).  

A trade union federation official, a graduate of the Workers 

College Institution-Wide Language Programme (IWLP), 

said the course had assisted him in going beyond a super-

ficial analysis of workers’ rights. It’s not simply a matter of 

“management vs workers” – sometimes you have to call 

management into line and sometimes you have to com-

promise with management. He pointed to examples of 

where he had to reason with workers over retrenchments, 

explaining that the Labour Relations Act (LRA) 66 of 1995 

was not only about protecting workers but it was also a 

legislative framework that gave privileges and rights to 

employers. For example, it provides a framework for out-

sourcing, and so the role of the unions is to mitigate that 

and extract the best possible outcomes for workers that 

the law allows. “Trade Unions can’t stop retrenchments,” 

he explains, “you have to tell workers that’s not the case. 

We have to get what we can out of it for workers.”

While it was not possible to trace during the current study, 

the number of trainees who have risen to become lead-

ers in Trade Unions or who have been promoted within 

companies (often into HR positions given their training in 

labour law) has been seen as an indicator of the success of 

funding provided by the NSF (FED2, TU1).  The promotion 

within the company was seen as an “unintended outcome” 

(FED2).  As one interview wryly noted (FED1), worker edu-

cation had “sometimes been to the benefit of the worker 

and sometimes to the detriment of the workers”.

Comments from the survey conducted with trainees as 

part of this evaluation show overwhelmingly that the 

training was beneficial in terms of increasing theoretical 

understanding, practical skills, and overall confidence of 

beneficiaries. In response to the question “How did your 

participation in the Worker Education programme assist 

you in your trade union work?”, the received responses 

included:
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Table 6-12: Extracts of responses from the survey conducted with beneficiaries of training and education programmes 

funded under SO5 

Area of benefit Respondents’ answers  
Improved theoretical understanding •	 My understanding about trade union, how it works, labour has improved 

and even when I am watching the news, my knowledge is much better 

now.

•	 I learned a lot about political, development and social issues especially as 

a young person. 

•	 I learned a lot about research and labour law.

•	 I am now able to analyse politics.

•	 Opened my eyes on women’s rights 

•	 Broader understanding of labour law. Used to rely on union officials too 

much but now I understand a lot of things. I can conduct research

•	 Before I didn’t know my rights, or what is expected of me. I gained 

knowledge about the bargaining council.

•	 Taught me how to approach CCMA cases.

•	 I now know how the unions work. Helped a lot with labour law. I didn’t 

know some of the things but now I understand.

•	 Elected in new position. Understanding of work place dynamics. Able to 

interact with other unions. Got to network. I now understand issues of 

workers outside industry. Negations. What to understand, expect when 

attending bargaining. Now able to understand women (Inferior). Change 

of background (umuntu wesifazane akakwazi ukumela umuntu wesilisa). 

Women rights. 

•	 I am now able to identify skills or courses that people need to do at 

workers college. Enhanced my leadership skills and also understanding 

workplace environment. Enhanced critical thinking 

Increased practical skills and 

their application in the union and 

workplace

•	 I now know how to organize workers. I understand labour relation and 

am able to defend workers

•	 I am able to use what I learn especially since I am leading in the union. 

When there are disciplinary hearing I am able to defend my people using 

labour law that I have learned.

•	 Now I know how to handle cases. I am a chief negotiator and I learned all 

this from the workers college training.

•	 Managed to assist workers to get their pay back, each worker getting 

about R200 000 each 

•	 Enabled me to bargain for myself and represent workers in bargaining 

councils and CCMA. Able to negotiate. Understand politics in general and 

the role of a shop steward better. 

•	 I have been given more responsibilities in the union. I am now provincial 

chairperson.. 

•	 Trying to use the qualification to get a better job. I won a disciplinary 

case where I represented a worker

•	 Gave advice to learners at school.  One learner who was raped – I advised 

her sisters on the procedure - to go to police station. I represented one 

person at a disciplinary hearing and he won the case.
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Area of benefit Respondents’ answers  

Improved confidence •	 I have benefitted from the programme and I approach things in a 

professional manner

•	 The training gave me so much confidence, on how to engage the 

employers and employees, by following the policies and procedures.

•	 After graduating in workers college, I was able to help the community 

especially when it comes to politics.

•	 Now know how to organize work. Understand labour relation and defend 

workers

•	 I didn’t know much about the trade union and its role. Now I understand 

how trade unions work and the role of shop stewards. I am better able to 

represent workers now  

•	 I understand and know the rights of workers and am able to represent 

them.

It is clear from the responses given above that the worker 

education courses empowered workers with knowledge 

of the role of trade unions and labour law. All but two of 

the 37 respondents were officially involved in trade union 

work, either as full-time or part-time shop-stewards, and 

seven were provincial office-bearers. At least six of the 37 

respondents mentioned that they had a better grasp of 

political issues.

The Education, Training and Development Practices (ETDP) 

SETA, which manages training grants of Trade Unions as 

employers, similarly had positive findings on its funded 

programmes as revealed by an ETDP SETA survey (ETDP 

SETA, 2020, pp. 24-25).  Most respondents in that survey 

mentioned training as a change driver that benefited both 

individuals and the unions. Trade Union employees were 

said to be more confident and more efficient in their roles. 

The SA Municipal Workers Union WSP report of 2018, for 

example, stated that “the shop stewards and the union 

organisers who underwent training in identified PIVOTAL 

trainings and programmes that were aimed at improving 

productivity of employees yielded the desired results. The 

union organisers improved their knowledge on handling 

dispute cases and became more efficient and productive 

officials”. The POPCRU’s 2018 WSP documented that 

the employees who underwent training improved their 

standard of work and that the Union “wished they would 

provide a lot more to empower their workforce”. 

In summary, the worker education courses funded by 

the NSF can be evaluated as being effective in terms 

of improved the skills and knowledge of the learners. 

The survey and interviews with beneficiaries of the NSF 

funding for Worker Education programme indicate a 

positive perception of the value that the training has had 

for individuals in performing their trade union duties. In 

general, respondents claimed to have more knowledge of 

the areas in which they studied and that it enabled them 

to better represent workers on the shop floor. Moreover, 

among those who were interviewed were trainees, who 

said the course had provided the legal and political con-

text in which workers rights were played out. The training 

also played an important role in building the confidence 

of union representatives, with younger workers and 

women particularly emphasising the role that education 

and training have played in their development as activists. 
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7.	 ASSESSMENT OF EFFICIENCY 

The purpose of this chapter is to assess the efficiency of the 

NSF during the analysed period to assist in responding to 

the broad research question “To what extent is the NSF ef-

ficient in its implementation of its strategic objectives?”. 

The response to this broad question requires, among others 

where there, answers to a range of evaluation questions 

outlined in Table 1-1. This chapter contains the responses 

to the first set of questions that directly deals with the 

costs and benefits derived through the NSF interventions, 

such as “Does the cost to administer the NSF outweigh its 

interventions and benefits?”, “Are the NSF interventions 

that are funded of value in comparison to the funding al-

locations?”, “What is the net social benefit resulting from 

the NSF?”, and “Are there ways that the efficiency and 

sustainability of the NSF could be maximised?”. The other 

set of evaluation questions applicable to the third broad 

research question is responded to in the next chapter. 

7.1	 ASSESSMENT OF ADMINISTRATIVE COSTS VERSUS BENEFITS DERIVED FROM THE 
NSF FUNDING 

During the five-year period under analysis, the NSF incurred 

administrative expenses to the tune of R846.4 million. At 

the same time, the organisation dispersed R24 590.7 million 

in funds towards various interventions funded under SO1-

SO8. If the allocations towards the No Fee Increase worth R6 

308.5 million are excluded, which can be argued as having 

been an ad-hoc intervention, the grant disbursements of 

the NSF towards the attainment of its strategic objectives 

equated to R18 282.2 million. 

The No Fees Increase excluding grant disbursements have 

been allocated towards the following:

•	 R11 386.7 million or 62% was allocated towards training 

and education initiatives that cover skills development 

interventions including training and education of 

workers (SO5);

•	 R3 837.9 million or 16% of the disbursed grants was 

allocated towards PSET system expansion and devel-

opment;

•	 R2 749.1 million or 11% of the disbursed grants was 

spent on skills infrastructure development; and 

•	 The rest – R308.4 million or 1% – was spent on research, 

development and innovation interventions including 

funding of interventions linked to CCBA and research 

for worker education. 

 

As mentioned earlier in the report, the NSF has exceeded 

its targets with respect to the number of beneficiaries 

that it funded. Over 380 000 funding instances benefiting 

168 566 individuals under SO1-SO4 alone were made by 

the NSF during the period under review. The majority of 

funding instances and subsequent proportional spending 

occurred in KwaZulu-Natal (18%), Gauteng (17%), and 

the Western Cape (17%), which represent the three most 

populous provinces in the country. Over the years, the NSF 

has also placed a greater emphasis on workplace-based 

learning (i.e. apprenticeships, student internships, graduate 

internships, internships for the N diploma, learnerships, 

candidacy, and skills programmes) so much so that that 

cumulatively it accounted for 59% of all skills development 

activities funded by the NSF. 

The organisation also financed the capacity expansion of 

over 19 TVET colleges, enabled the development of skills in-

frastructure at ten facilities, and strengthened partnerships 

with and among various PSET system stakeholders such as 

the DHET, QCTO, GTAC, SAICA, SSACI, SEDA, Ditsela, Work-

ers College, COSATU, FEDUSA, NACTU, CHI, NALEDI and 

LRS. While the success of the NSF in its interventions varied 

project-by-project, the costs incurred by the organisation 

versus the achievements described in chapter 6 do not raise 

any concerns and are well justified. Moreover, considering 

that these costs accounted for about 4.3% of the disbursed 

amount, such “management” fees could be argued to be in 

line with project management practices.

Worth noting is that the above administrative costs incurred 

by the NSF were associated with sub-optimal processes 

and activities hampered by the human resource constraints 

and ICT infrastructure hurdles. It is likely that the improve-

ment in efficiencies, as suggested later in section 7.3, could 

lead to increased administrative costs. At the same time, 

however, such efficiencies could improve the throughput 

of interventions completed during a particular strategic 

period, leading to a greater value of disbursements and 

earlier acquisition of benefits by the PSET system and 

learners.  The assessment of the actual expenditure versus 

the derived outputs, or the value for money, provides for 

another dimension in understanding the efficiency of the 

organisation and is presented in the next section. 
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7.2	 ASSESSMENT OF VALUE FOR MONEY OF FUNDED INTERVENTIONS 

This section aims to respond to the evaluation questions 

“Are the NSF Intervention that are funded of value in 

comparison to the funding allocations? What is the 

net social benefit resulting from the NSF?”. It contains 

the analysis of the disbursed funds by the NSF towards 

a particular set of interventions relative to the outputs 

and benefits derived from these. The assessment spe-

cifically looks at the value of money spent on (a) skills 

development interventions (excluding worker education), 

(b) worker education, (c) PSET system development, (d) 

skills infrastructure development, and (e) research, devel-

opment and innovation. 

7.2.1	 ASSESSMENT OF VALUE FOR MONEY OF SKILLS DEVELOPMENT (EXCLUDING 
WORKER EDUCATION)

This section examines the value-for-money concept 

related to funding allocated to skills development inter-

ventions under SO1, SO2, SO3, and SO4. During the period 

under review, a total of 291 projects (many of which ran 

over multiple years) were funded at a total expenditure 

of R10.5 billion (refer to Table 7-1). Slightly more than 

half (55%) of all projects were solicited projects, which 

accounted for R4.1 billion or 39% of the total expenditure. 

This suggests that during the analysed period, unsolicited 

projects were, on average, higher in value than solicited 

projects.

Table 7-1: Total project expenditure per year during the period under analysis

Year

Number of projects Project expenditure/value
Average 

allocation 
per 

project
Total 

projects
% of solicited 

projects of 
total number

Total

% of 
solicited 
projects 
of total 
value

2015/16 92 10% R 2 262 995 419.89 21% R5 217 539.80

2016/17 92 45% R 2 123 917 820.35 13% R3 111 662.46

2017/18 123 59% R 2 495 170 991.32 30% R6 029 776.08

2018/19 193 70% R 2 172 135 154.66 56% R6 278 116.21

2019/20 162 72% R 1 447 158 411.08 98% R8 798 184.70

Total (unique 

projects)

291 55% R 10 501 377 797.30 39% R14 243 750.56

Source: NSF Commitment Schedule (Audited 12 October 2020)

During the analysed period, NSF placed a particular focus 

on funding learners who were training towards obtaining 

skills within priority occupations (i.e. SO1); however, in 

terms of the number of projects funded, during the period 

under review, this focus has been slowly shifting towards 

skills development initiatives focusing on SMMEs and 

rural development. As indicated in Table 7-2, however, 

the increase in focus on skills development interventions 

other than for priority occupations was possible through 

significant growth in the number of projects that have 

been funded by the NSF over the years, which almost 

doubled between 2015/2016 and 2019/2020. 
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Table 7-2: Total number of projects implemented per year, and total number of projects contributing to SOs

Year Total 
projects

Total projects contributing to SOs
SO1 SO2 SO3 SO4

2015/16 92 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

2016/17 92 86 93% 61 66% 5 5% 34 37%

2017/18 123 104 85% 90 73% 7 6% 37 30%

2018/19 193 89 46% 88 46% 22 11% 22 11%

2019/20 162 108 56% 120 62% 16 8% 51 26%

The annual cost per enrolment (or funding instance) has 

varied over the years largely due to the different natures of 

programmes that have been supported. Nonetheless, on 

average, it cost the NSF R29 131 to fund a learner during a 

course of one year. Worth noting is that the average cost of 

a complete WBL programme (R49 772) equated to about 

65% of the average cost of a complete theoretical learning 

course (R75 948).

As indicated in Table 7-3, during the period under review, 

the NSF invested approximately R10.5 billion and trained 

168 566 individuals. This was achieved by making 360 489 

instances of funding, which equates to about 72 000 

learners funded every year. Of the 168 566 individuals 

who received funding to undergo a learning programme, 

137 019 completed their learning programme success-

fully (i.e. they met the minimum requirements to achieve 

their qualification and/or were deemed competent upon 

assessment). This points to an 80% completion rate, which 

could have been higher had 4% of funded learners not 

dropped out. Considering the above, the average cost to 

retain the learner in the programme was R62 298 during 

the analysed period; however, to produce a skilled indi-

vidual (i.e. to see the individual graduate), the cost was 

23% higher and averaged at R76 643 during the period 

under review. 

Table 7-3: Unit cost per Activity (unique instance) and Output (completed learning programme)

Indicator Total
•	 Activity achieved (unique instance) •	 168 566

•	 Output achieved •	 137 019

•	 Activity achieved (unique instance) •	 168 566

•	 Activity to output ratio •	 1 : 0.8

•	 Actual expenditure (Input) •	 R10 501 377 797.30

•	 Unit cost per learner (unique instance) •	 R62 298

•	 Unit cost per completed learning programme 

(output)

•	 R76 643

•	 Unique instances dropped-out/withdrawn •	 6 801

•	 Unique instances still in progress •	 24 746

When considering the results gained from the tracer study, 49 616 learners or 36.2% of funded graduates were able 

to attain employment within two years after completing their study. Given the funds invested by the NSF during the 

period, this means that, on average, it cost the NSF R211 653 to drastically change the life of a funded learner. These 

calculations are captured in Table 7-4.

Table 7-4: Unit cost per job and output

Indicator Total
•	 Number of people employed •	 49 616

•	 Output achieved •	 137 019

•	 Employment ratio •	 1 : 0.36

•	 Actual expenditure •	 R10 501 377 797

•	 Unit cost per job •	 R211 653
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The tracer study, however, revealed that not all funded 

learners acquired employment in line with the training 

they took. Considering that only 65% of funded learners 

who graduated and found employment within two years 

of completing the training worked in line with the skills 

and knowledge acquired, the cost of producing the learn-

er who then found work in line with his or her qualification 

was R303 227. Furthermore, since only 36.2% of funded 

graduates acquired employment, the actual cost incurred 

by the NSF with respect to helping a funded learner secure 

a job in line with his or her qualification was R399 345 

during the analysed period.  

Determining the value for money from the above can be 

done by looking at the time that it could have taken for 

an employed learner to pay back the costs incurred for 

the training and then securing a job. As suggested by the 

tracer study results, the weighted average salary of the 

learners who found employment within two years follow-

ing graduation was R5 833 per month, which equates to 

about R72 916 per annum. To put this into perspective, 

considering that the unit cost per job during the analysed 

period was R211 653, it equates to about three years’ 

worth of annual income earned by the graduates who 

found themselves employed. 

7.2.2	 ASSESSMENT OF VALUE FOR MONEY OF SKILLS DEVELOPMENT LINKED TO 
WORKER EDUCATION

During the analysed period, R28.1 million was spent by the 

NSF towards training and education activities provided by 

Workers College and Ditsela. Given1 937 beneficiaries of 

Workers College and Ditsela who were enrolled in their 

programmes, the unit cost for education and training of 

learners among workers (SO5) averaged at R14 520 per 

worker. However, the cost of education and training at 

Ditsela was more than five times smaller than the cost of 

education and training programme at Workers College – 

R9 613 per learner versus R49 381 per learner, respectively. 

The NSF funding received by Workers College was used 

mainly for accommodation and the costs of facilitators, as 

the funds obtained from the NSF do not cover all opera-

tional costs (such as administrative staff ). Workers College 

relies on alternative sources such as SETAs and students 

who pay a R900 ‘commitment fee’ when enrolling in a 

course to cover the balance.  In order to save costs, they 

have had to use staff who do not meet CHE qualification 

requirements, i.e. subject experts with research experi-

ence or published academic articles. 

Ditsela noted that the collaboration with universities 

“costs us more financially than we benefit” though the 

university has enabled them to deliver accredited pro-

grammes to the satisfaction of the beneficiaries and has 

provided the facilities for training.

7.2.3	 ASSESSMENT OF VALUE FOR MONEY OF PSET DEVELOPMENT FUNDING 

During the strategic planning review period, the NSF 

pursued a wide range of capacity building projects. The 

notable capacity development interventions pursued by 

the NSF include the following (NSF, 2018b): 

•	 Supporting the piloting of Centres of Specialisation in 

TVET colleges across South Africa;

•	 The development of a Foundational Learning 

Programme aimed at increasing the TVET learner 

throughput by addressing foundational learning gaps 

of learners within the TVET college sector;

•	 Supporting the SAICA Chief Financial Officer (CFO) 

and HRM projects aimed at improving financial man-

agement and human resource management at TVET 

colleges across the country;

•	 Establishing the SAIVCET, aimed at improving the 

quality of curriculum delivered at the TVET colleges 

through curriculum development, lecturer develop-

ment, teaching and learning material development, 

etc.;

•	 Supporting the appointment of curriculum specialists 

and the development of TVET college campus manag-

ers; and 

•	 Supporting the development of the National Plan for 

PSET.

 

Overall, it is clear that the R3 837.9 million spent by the 

NSF aimed at capacitating the different elements of the 

PSET system and considering the diversity of interven-

tions funded assisted in addressing the institutional and 

spatial historical imbalance that was created due to un-

derfunding and in facilitating the emergence of a better 

integrated and effective PSET system. The NSF interven-

tions attempted to address the spectrum of issues faced 

by the PSET system, for example:
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•	 Within the DHET, the NSF funded projects focusing on 

training and upskilling DHET staff. It also supported 

the operations of key DHET entities that are driving 

the various artisan development programmes in the 

country, including the INDLELA and SAIVCET. The 

NSF’s support of other programmes such as the Cen-

tres of Specialisation, among others, also contributes 

towards artisan development capacity in the country. 

•	 The interventions also targeted other key segments 

of the PSET system, including the Quality Councils. 

Through its interventions aimed at improving the 

systems of the QCTO, the NSF contributed towards 

addressing some of the operational inefficiencies 

associated with the QCTO that the engaged TVET 

colleges raised. According to TVET college repre-

sentatives who were engaged as part of the study, 

the QCTO accreditation process is slow due to QCTO 

capacity constraints. As such, it is through such NSF 

interventions that some of these operational ineffi-

ciencies were being addressed, assisting in making 

the system more effective.    

•	 The NSF also assisted in developing the capacity of 

TVET colleges and community colleges from different 

ends, including improving the quality of human 

resources and curriculum, which assisted with the 

expansion of the PSET system.

•	 The NSF was also involved in supporting projects 

aimed at developing the capacity of the student 

leadership in various post-school learning institutions.   

7.2.4	 ASSESSMENT OF VALUE FOR MONEY OF SKILLS INFRASTRUCTURE FUNDING 

During the analysed period, the NSF disbursed                

R2 749.1 million towards skills infrastructure. As high-

lighted earlier in the report, the following three projects 

out of the ten skills development infrastructure projects 

introduced and supported by the NSF during the review 

period were completed: 

•	 King Sabata - Dalindyebo TVET college underwent 

some renovations and had new infrastructure built to 

increase student access;

•	 Lovedale TVET college also saw some renovations and 

new infrastructure to increase student access; and

•	 The construction of the UCT: Hair and Cosmetic Lab-

oratory.     

Within the university sector, other SO7 projects were 

supported during the strategic planning review period 

although not necessarily having been started in the same 

period. Examples of such projects include, among others 

(NSF, 2015): 

•	 The expanding of the University of Pretoria medical 

and veterinary facilities;

•	 The establishment of work-integrated learning facili-

ties (including a training workshop, design centre and 

industrialisation centre) for engineering students at 

the University of Johannesburg; and 

•	 The establishment of renewable energy training facil-

ities at the Cape Peninsula University of Technology.  

 

Based on the above, it is clear that during the strategic 

planning review period, the NSF focused on the projects 

that were in line with the desired outcomes, making the 

funds disbursed to the projects well justified from that 

perspective.  

7.2.5	 ASSESSMENT OF VALUE FOR MONEY OF RESEARCH, DEVELOPMENT AND 
INNOVATION FUNDING 

During the 2015/2016-2019/2020 period, the NSF spent 

R308.4 million on research, development, and innovation, 

of which R298 million was allocated to projects initiated 

during the review period. Through the NSF support, the 

HRDC and NSA operations were sustained during the 

review period. With respect to research outputs, it should 

be noted that the two major research projects commis-

sioned during the 2015/2016-2019/2020 period have only 

been initiated to the end of that period and would be final-

ised only in 2024. There are no other known major research 

outputs that were produced during the review period, 

except for those that have been done through research for 

worker education and the LMI Research Phase 1. 

The LMI Research Phase 1, conducted by the University of 

Witwatersrand and the HSRC, was meant to run from No-

vember 2011 and February 2012, respectively, to the end 

of March 2015. However, the research project officially 

ended in December 2018, making its associated knowl-

edge fall within the strategic planning review period. 

Overall, the LMI Research Phase 1 yielded the following: 
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•	 The development of a model to forecast the supply 

and demand of skills.

•	 The promotion of labour market intelligence to inform 

policy.

•	 The advancement of research dissemination through 

increased collaboration and engagement of PSET 

stakeholders.     

 

Nonetheless, it should be noted that while the LMI 

Research Phase 1 yielded the above benefits, the DHET 

cautions that “the progress appears to be poorly understood 

outside of those stakeholders closely involved in the Project”. 

This dilutes the impact and contribution of the project 

towards PSET system development.  

The research undertaken by CHI, NALEDI, and the LRS, 

which focused on research for worker education, also 

showed varying achievements but most of it is still on-

going and the outputs are yet to be achieved. It is also 

not clear how many constituency-based capacity building 

initiatives were undertaken during the strategic planning 

review period. However, the NSF was able to support 

Business Unit South Africa (BUSA) capacity-building initia-

tives between January 2016 and March 2018, and over 50 

workshops organised by the three Trade Unions between 

2013 and 2020. 

Given the above, it is not possible to determine with cer-

tainty how efficient the organisation was with research, 

development, and innovation spending. As a good por-

tion of funds was allocated to research projects that will 

produce outputs only in the 2020-2025 strategic period, it 

would be premature to make a call on the value of money 

spent. Concerning the funds that were spent, due to the 

nature of the interventions funded, a project-specific eval-

uation would first need to be undertaken to understand 

the exact benefits derived from each of those projects 

to then inform the assessment of the value for money 

derived by the NSF from its entire research, development, 

and innovation interventions portfolio. 

7.2.6	 ASSESSMENT OF NET SOCIETAL BENEFIT 

Net societal benefit refers to the increase in the welfare of 

society resulting from a particular intervention or a course 

of action. In the context of this study, this refers to the 

investment made by the NSF towards skills development, 

worker education, and PSET development. Since the funds 

spent by the NSF are derived primarily from levies paid by 

employers, it is expected that the spending of these funds 

should render greater benefits than the sum of its costs. 

In order to determine the net benefit accrued to the soci-

ety from the NSF funding, the benefits need to be defined 

in terms of those accrued to government, employers, and 

individuals themselves. 

•	 From the government perspective, the benefits from 

the funding of post-school education and training 

primarily lie in the costs savings that a country 

incurs when an individual first improves his or her 

employability and finds employment, as well as the 

life skills that the person acquires in the process. For 

example, improved employment status is associated 

with improved quality of life and standard of living 

of a particular person, which in turn improves, 

among others, the person’s health status and reduces 

dependency on social grants. These then translate 

into reduced public health costs and social costs, as 

well as lead to a positive change in behaviour that 

can carry environmental benefits such as reduced air 

pollution, water conservation, etc. Research in societal 

benefits also suggests that education in general also 

brings about increased democratisation and human 

rights, reduced national crime, drug abuse, and social 

equity (Griffin, 2016) with the latter being particularly 

relevant for South Africa. Another benefit derived by 

the country from post-school education and training 

is the knowledge that is created by individuals with 

higher skills and qualifications, which stimulate prog-

ress and technological advancement of the economy. 

•	 From an industry perspective, the benefits of a skills 

workforce, which the NSF ultimately pursues, lie in 

the ability of the industry to acquire skills that would 

improve its productivity and competitiveness. As 

suggested by Griffin (2016), the costs of not having 

adequately skilled employees translate into negative 

effects such as increased workloads for other staff, 

increased operating costs, delays in developing new 

products and services, difficulties in introducing 

technological changes, and loss of business to com-

petitors. In the context of South Africa where most 

companies are unionised, the benefits of the NSF 

funding of worker education specifically also lie in the 

potential of reduced stoppage of operations caused 

by industrial actions. These are then translated into 

reduced production losses and positively influence 

the sustainability of the industries.
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•	 At the individual level, the primary benefit from the 

NSF funding is the improved employability of learners 

and increased chances of securing employment, 

which then translates into monetary benefits such 

as increased household income. The latter enables 

the individual to improve his or her quality of life and 

standard of living, which in turn increases his or her 

life expectancy. 

 

From the above, it is clear that the societal benefits 

pursued through the NSF funding are multidimensional. 

Quantifying it is not possible within the ambient of the 

current study as it requires a formulation of a rigorous 

method and approach to quantifying the above-men-

tioned benefits and converting them into monetary terms. 

The study by Griffin (2016) of the costs and benefits of Vo-

cational Education and Training (VET) in Australia, though, 

suggested that at the level of the economy, investment 

in VET provides a substantial return on investment, which 

was largely attributed to the increased employability of 

learners. At the industry level, the benefits were found 

to be context-specific and vary sector-by-sector and 

business-by-business (Griffin, 2016). However, it was 

found that manufacturing businesses where training was 

highly specific experienced high returns on investment 

(Griffin, 2016). Benefits such as reduced absenteeism and 

labour attribution were among the non-monetary ben-

efits derived from VET in Australia (Griffin, 2016). Lastly, 

the investigations into the returns on investment at an 

individual level suggested that such returns were higher 

for individuals who pursued advanced diplomas and 

diplomas. Besides the monetary benefits, individuals also 

experienced increases in self-esteem, self-confidence, and 

overall wellbeing (Griffin, 2016). 

While the socio-economic environment in South Africa 

differs from that in Australia, it is safe to assume that the 

nature of benefits derived from improved employability 

will be universal for both countries. It may carry different 

significance ratings and returns given the varied context; 

however, it is clear that from a societal perspective, bene-

fits derived from investments into post-school education 

and training justify continued investments into such 

activities. Such investments, however, need to be effective 

to bring about optimal returns. 

7.3	 ASSESSMENT OF THE NSF SUSTAINABILITY 

To determine the sustainability prospects of the NSF and 

respond to the evaluation question “Are there ways that 

the efficiency and sustainability of the NSF could be 

maximised?”, the analysis looks at the factors that have 

been identified to have significantly contributed to the 

inefficiencies and factors that influence the organisation’s 

ability to remain a going concern. 

As prescribed by the SDA, administering the Fund 

needs to be done within the prescribed limit of 10% 

of the NSF revenue. During the five-year period under 

analysis, the NSF incurred administrative expenses to 

the tune of R846.4 million. Of the total revenue derived 

by the NSF during the same period, which amounted to  

R19 715.7 million, the above administrative costs 

equated to 4.3%. This means that the NSF curbed its 

administrative costs well below its prescribed cost 

threshold. However, the trend over the years, which is 

presented in Figure 7-1, suggests that the NSF adminis-

trative expenses as a percentage of revenue have been 

on a rise, which may create a risk for the organisation’s 

sustainability. 

 

Figure 7-1: NSF administrative costs relative to total revenue during the 2015/2016-2019/2020 period (R’million)
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Operating expenses and employee costs were the NSF’s 

major expense items during the 2015/16–2019/20 

review period. The sharp increase in administrative costs 

observed in 2018/2019 relative to the preceding year was 

largely attributed to the increase in investments in ICT in-

frastructure in 2018/2019 and employee costs. The former 

tripled between in 2018/2019 relative to 2017/2018, while 

the latter doubled from R59.7 million in 2017/2018 to 

R131.9 million in 2018/2019 as a result of the implemen-

tation of the new organisational structure. Consequently, 

the proportion of the NSF’s administrative expenses to its 

total revenue increased from 2.4% in 2015/2016 to 6.1% in 

2018/2019 and estimated to grow to 6.6% in 2019/2020. 

This is still notably below the legislative requirements, 

which provides the NSF a “cushion” to continue improving 

its organisational effectiveness and efficiency.   

As mentioned earlier, the two greatest internal bottle-

necks that influenced the NSF performance was limited 

human resource capacity coupled with the paper-based 

system that the organisation continued to maintain. Lim-

ited human resource capacity resulted in, among others, 

project inception delays, delays in payment of beneficia-

ries, and limited monitoring and management activities of 

the work undertaken by learning institutions and partner 

organisations by the NSF. It also negatively influenced the 

NSF ability to inform its funding framework and timeously 

respond to the emerging needs of the PSET system, the 

employers, partner organisations, and other constitu-

encies. The use of paper-based system also affected the 

onboarding of projects and, most importantly, significant-

ly reduced the labour productivity of the organisation due 

to the time-intensive processes associated with the use 

of paper-based systems. Thus, improving the efficiency 

of the organisation will require addressing both of these 

bottlenecks. The question, however, is whether this can 

still be done within the prescripts of the legislation and in 

such a way that would not jeopardise the sustainability of 

the organisation.

In 2018/2019, 63 of 155 funded positions in the NSF were 

vacant, and since the new structure implies the creation 

and running of units that directly influence the NSF abil-

ity to among others plan and budget, onboard projects, 

disburse funds, and undertake research and innovation, 

these units are critical to achieving an effective operation-

al environment. Thus, filling in vacant positions will be a 

stepping stone towards gaining a more efficient organisa-

tion. The question is whether the NSF can afford it.  

Assuming an average annual cost per employee of  

R789 696 per annum, based on 2019/2020 Annual Perfor-

mance Plan figures and assuming that all 155 positions that 

were available in 2018/2019 were filled, the employee costs 

would have increased from R72.7 million to R122.4 million.  

This would, in turn, increase the total administrative ex-

penses of the organisation to R287.7 million in 2018/2019. 

Considering that the NSF revenue in 2018/2019 was  

R3 881.8 million, the above administrative expenses were 

all vacant positions filled would have accounted for 7.4% 

of the revenue earned for that year. This is only three 

quarters of the prescribed legislative threshold. This 

suggests that were all positions at the NSF advertised in 

2018/2019 filled, the NSF would have been still within its 

legislative mandate, implying that the NSF could afford to 

fill in all vacant positions.

Besides addressing the human resource capacity, the 

NSF will also need to complete its transition to a digitised 

system. It is believed that the majority of investments into 

the ICT infrastructure have already been incurred by the 

organisation, which limits the need for additional future 

investments in the ICT and suggests that the administra-

tive costs are unlikely to surge to the extent that would 

move them to the 10% ceiling. 

The question of sustainability does not only deal with 

the aspect of the NSF operating within the legislative 

prescripts of expenditure. It also deals with the ability of 

the NSF to maintain a going concern. 

As illustrated in Figure 7-2, for the period under review, 

the NSF has been operating at a deficit every year, i.e. its 

expenses exceeded the revenue derived by the organ-

isation during the same year. However, the NSF started 

the period under review with a notable positive opening 

balance to the tune of R11 240 million. This allowed it to 

remain a going concern. However, the continued opera-

tions and investments above its revenue annual revenue 

streams and R6 308 million allocated during the first three 

years towards the No Fee Increase significantly depleted 

its reserves. As suggested in Figure 7-2, by the end of the 

period under review, the organisation’s reserves reduced 

by 42% to R6 468 million. 
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Figure 7-2: NSF financial performance over the period between 2015/2016 and 2019/2020 (R’million)

While the No Fee Increase was undoubtedly the biggest 

contributor towards the sharp decline in the NSF reserves 

during the analysed period, the increasing deficit trend 

observed in the last two years of the period under review 

raises a concern. If such a trend persists, the NSF is likely 

to deplete its reserves completely within the 2020-2025 

strategic period, which could significantly jeopardise its 

future sustainability. This is particularly considering the 

economic contraction following the COVID-19 pandemic, 

which is most likely to affect the revenues of the NSF, and 

the added pressure on the PSET system in general and 

on the NSF particularly to address the sharp increase in 

unemployment experienced in the country. The risk of 

possible increases in expenditure also lies with the fact 

that some of the infrastructure that was built using funds 

of the NSF appears to remain as an asset of the NSF, rather 

than captured in the books of the institution that hosts 

the infrastructure. This clearly suggests that the NSF 

would also be responsible for maintenance of such infra-

structure, which has not been an intention of the Fund. 

Ensuring that assets are transferred to the hosting party 

that also becomes responsible for its maintenance is also 

a precondition for continued sustainability of the Fund.  
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8.	 ASSESSMENT OF EFFECTS 

The purpose of this chapter is to respond to the out-

standing evaluation questions related to the third broad 

research question, i.e. “To what extent is the NSF efficient 

in its implementation of its strategic objectives?” This 

chapter specifically examines the effects of the NSF fund-

ing and contains responses to questions such as “What 

was the overall effect of the NSF? What effect has the 

NSF had on livelihoods of the students/ learners and 

their households (graduation rates, throughput, income, 

skills attainment, poverty, employment)?”, “What effect 

has the NSF interventions had for skills development, the 

PSET System and government priorities specifically with 

respect to access to post-school education and training 

by students/learners?”, and “Are NSF funded students 

being employed/self-employed or continue to study 

among other options? Can this be attributed to the inter-

vention of the NSF?”. To respond to the above-mentioned 

questions, the chapter is structured as follows:

•	 First, the analysis of the effect of the NSF interventions 

on access to post-school education and training by 

learners is examined.

•	 Second, the path of learners post completion of ed-

ucation and training funded by the NSF is analysed, 

focusing on determining the extent to which their ac-

tivities can be attributed to the interventions funded 

by the NSF, followed by the assessment of the NSF 

interventions on the livelihoods of learners and their 

households using the results of the tracer study.  

8.1	 EFFECT ON ACCESS TO POST-SCHOOL EDUCATION AND TRAINING 

The issue of access to post-school education and training 

is dual. On one hand, it requires a spatially balanced supply 

of infrastructure that is able to offer training and education 

that can improve the employability of individuals in the 

areas they reside  . On the other hand, it requires the pro-

vision of financial support for learners to enable them to 

enrol in the skills development programme offered by the 

system. 

During the period under review, the NSF focused on 

addressing both side of the problem – capacity and capa-

bility of the PSET system to absorb learners and provision 

of funding to various learning institutions and partner 

organisations to sign up learners into their programmes, 

particularly targeting learners in non-metro areas, the 

youth, previously disadvantaged individuals, women (es-

pecially black women), disabled, and those with HIV/AIDS. 

Concerning the former, i.e. enabling the PSET system to 

increase its enrolment capacity throughout the country, 

the NSF focused on both – the development of physical 

infrastructure and the expansion of the range of education 

and training programmes offered by the institutions and 

various service providers. Its focus on the artisan develop-

ment value chain contributed towards the establishment of 

expanded and more effective PSET institutions that could 

produce well-skilled tradesmen. As an example, the NSF’s 

various capacity building interventions that target the TVET 

colleges improved the delivery capacity of TVET colleges in 

training occupationally competent artisans, which in turn 

enabled the higher throughput of funded learners through 

these programmes. During the review period, the organi-

sation also contributed towards the establishment of new 

skills development infrastructure in the TVET college and 

university sectors. Through these investments, the NSF was 

also able to refurbish some TVET colleges to both improve 

and increase student access. The establishment of new in-

frastructure and the associated refurbishments meant that 

more students could be enrolled in TVET colleges. This also 

led to increased quality research and learning facilities for 

the supported universities. Thus, the NSF positively contrib-

uted towards the realisation of an expanded, more effective 

and integrated PSET system, although skills infrastructure 

development support would be required for the other PSET 

sectors such as community colleges. 

With respect to the provision of funding to enable en-

rolment of learners into the post-school education and 

training programmes, the NSF achieved the following:

•	 With respect to gender: During the period under review, 

more females were funded than males. Approximately 

85% of females who were funded during this time 

completed their learning programmes successfully, 

compared to 76% of males. Among those who have 

completed training, as illustrated in Figure 8-1, 61% or 

84 111 were female.

•	 With respect to race: Approximately 88% of all individu-

als who were funded to undergo a learning programme 

during the period under review were Black African. 

Overall, coloured, Black African, Indian and Asian 

learners comprised 99% of all learners who completed 

training during the period under review.

•	 With respect to area: Through its funded projects, great 
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emphasis was placed on the prioritisation of those from 

rural (or non-metro) areas. Approximately 57% of those 

who completed their learning programmes successful-

ly were located in a rural area.

Figure 8-1: Demographics of learners who were enrolled in 

and completed training during 2015/2016 and 2019/2020

The above shows that the NSF has steered its interventions 

towards skills development of learners who have been 

identified to be disadvantaged in the past. During the 

review period, it contributed to the improvement of skills 

of 84 111 females, 136 635 PDIs, and trained 1.3 learners 

from rural areas for every learner trained from metros. 

Overall, 137 019 learners from different races, geographies 

and genders have completed training during the period 

under review. Considering the labour force statistics 

mentioned earlier in the report, the above suggests that 

the NSF funding during the period under review reached 

0.6% of the labour force population in the country. 

Among the 137 19 individuals who completed training 

during the analysed period, two thirds (66% or 89 949) 

of learners were unemployed, 15% (or 20 640) of learners 

were employed, 12% (16 313) of learners were studying 

full-time, and the rest were either self-employed or not 

available for work. This further suggests that the NSF 

interventions reached approximately 1.4% of the unem-

ployed and 0.11% of the employed7 in the country during 

the analysed period.  

8.2	 THE PATH OF FUNDED LEARNERS AND EFFECT ON THEIR LIVELIHOODS AND THE 
LIVELIHOODS OF THEIR HOUSEHOLDS 

This section presents the analysis of the effect of the NSF 

funding on the livelihoods of funded learners and their 

households, which was gathered from the tracer study 

conducted during the middle of 2020. The information pre-

sented in this section responds to the evaluation questions 

“What was the overall effect of the NSF? What effect has 

the NSF had on livelihoods of the students/ learners and 

their households (graduation rates, throughput, income, 

skills attainment, poverty, employment)?”. In responding 

to the above question, the analysis also looks at whether 

“NSF funded students being employed/self-employed or 

continue to study amongst others options and whether 

this can be attributed to the intervention of the NSF”.

Assessment of the effect on learners’ path and livelihoods 

As illustrated in Figure 8-2, out of 168 566 learners who 

enrolled in the skills development programmes during 

the analysed period, 81.3% have completed their training. 

Of the rest, 4% or 6 801 dropped out and the other 14.7% 

were still in the programme at the end of 2019/2020 and 

are expected to graduate post-March 2020. Thus, for every 

100 learners that the NSF funded, 81 have graduated 

during the period under analysis. 

 

N=137 019

Gender

61% 39%

Race

PDI
99%

Non-PDI
1%

Geography

Metro
43%

Non-metro
57%

7 Assuming an average number of employed and unemployed between 2015:Q1 and 2020:Q1
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Average 
income:  
R6 294

Average 
income:  
R7 504

Average 
income:  
R5 247

Average 
income:  
R3 973

Individual 
level impact

Did acquired skills assist in 
carrying out the job?

Was the job aligned with the 
skills acquired OR did it open 

career prospects or lead to 
promotion?

What monthly income was 
earned by an individual following 

the employment?

Status 
within two 

years of 
intervention

Enrolment 
during 

2015/2016 - 
2019/2020

Status at the 
end of the 
analysed 

period, i.e. 
2019/2020

64% found 
skills useful 

and 
beneficial

60% found 
skills useful 

and 
beneficial

67% found 
skills useful 

and 
beneficial

65% found 
skills useful 

and 
beneficial

65% 
acquired 

jobs aligned 
with training 

received

Acquired 
job: 

29 472

Employed: 38 192

Drop cuts: 
6 801

Still to complete: 
24 746

Completed training: 137 019

168 566 learners enrolled (100%)

41% 
progressed 

along career 
path

Continued 
with job: 

6 016

58% 
acquired 

jobs aligned 
with training 

received

Changed 
jobs: 
2 704

70% in line 
with skills 
acquired

Self- 
employed: 

11 424

Studying 
full-time: 

11 807

Unemployed: 
64 713

Not 
available 
for work: 

10 883

28%

81.3% 14.7%4.0%

8% 9% 47% 8%

Figure 8-2: Effect of the NSF interventions on the individual learner level

As articulated through the Theory of Change, the out-

come the NSF pursued was for the funded learners who 

completed training finding employment or becoming 

self-employed within two years. Figure 8-2 shows that 

among those who completed training, only 36% were 

employed or self-employed within two years following 

the completion of their course. Almost half of the learners 

(64 713 or 47%) who completed training did not find 

employment, while another 9% decided to pursue further 

studies and the rest (8%) became unavailable for work. 

The large percentage of individuals who did not find 

employment following completion of their training can 

be used as a proxy for the quality of training provided and 

the relevance of the training provided. The failure of these 

individuals to find employment continues to stress the 

persistent challenge of structural unemployment in the 

country and the limited ability of the existing PSET system 

to improve the employability of the labour force.   

Among those who were employed or self-employed post 

their studies, roughly six out of ten learners (29 472 in total) 

changed their status from unemployed to employed. This 

group of individuals was followed by the learners who 

became self-employed, which accounted for roughly a 

quarter of all employed or self-employed individuals after 

completion of their training during the period under analysis.   

As illustrated in Figure 8-2, the change in employment status 

of the majority of learners who completed training and 

became employed or self-employed could be attributed to 

the NSF funded intervention. The majority of individuals, 

regardless of their actual employment position, indicated 

that the skills gained by them during the training assisted 

them in performing their jobs. However, at least a third of 

each group of individuals who were employed following 

the completion of their training perceived the quality of 

training provided and skills acquired not sufficient to assist 
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in their jobs. This again points to the mismatch of quality 

and relevance of training acquired by individuals and 

could partially explain the reason why not all individuals 

who completed training found employment or continued 

their employment in line with the skills or knowledge they 

acquired.  With respect to the level of income, the average 

monthly income that was earned by individuals who 

changed their status from unemployed to employed was 

R6 294. Given that the weighted average household income 

of the employed individuals in the country in 2020:Q1 was 

R29 901, based on Labour Force Survey data (Statistics SA, 

2021), the above individual income represents only 21% of 

the average monthly earnings in the country at the end of 

the period under analysis. Having said this, considering the 

minimum wage of 20.76 per hour in 2020, which translates 

into about R3 321 per month based on a 160-hour working 

month, the above monthly income acquired by individuals 

who changed their status from unemployed to employed 

represents roughly two minimum wages. 

Also worth noting is that the weighted average income of 

those learners who changed jobs or become self-employed 

post the interventions was below the average monthly 

income of the learners who acquired employment. Self-em-

ployed individuals had particularly low earnings at R3 973, 

which was only 20% higher than the minimum monthly 

wage calculated using a R20.76 hourly rate.  

Assessment of the effect on the learner’s households 

With respect to the effect of the NSF funding at the house-

hold level, the summary of these findings is captured in 

Figure 8-3. These findings represent the changes at the 

household level for all individuals who completed their 

training irrespective of their post-intervention employment 

status.  As shown in the figure, the average household size 

for the learners has changed significantly. 

Before the intervention, the average household size was 

5.5 members, which reduced to 1.5 members at the end of 

2019. This drastic change in household size is not entirely 

unexpected considering that a large proportion of those 

who benefited from the NSF intervention were young indi-

viduals who in many cases were still dependent on a parent 

or other family member at the time of enrolment into the 

skills development programme. After training, the personal 

situation for many of these individuals has changed. For ex-

ample, 36% of beneficiaries found employment, and would 

thus be in a position to perhaps move out and/or live on 

their own, while others may have decided to get married 

and live with their spouse. 

Changes in living
standards:

Standalone house: +6%
Traditional hut: -7%

Informal dwelling: -5%

Perceived changes in 
financial situation:

Stated the same: 47%
Improved: 27%

Did not improve: 26%

Completed
training:
137 019

Pre- 
intervention

5.5 members 
per HH

Average HH 
size

1.5 members 
per HH

1.06 per HH of 5.5
HH member 
employment 

ratio
1.13 per HH of 1.5

Salaries: 40%
Grants: 36%

Main source 
of income

Salaries: 46%
Grants: 33%

R3 837
Average 

monthly HH 
income

R4 335

Post-intervention

Figure 8-3: Effect of the NSF interventions at the household level 

The downward change in the average household size 

coupled with the employment obtained by 36% of trained 

learners translated into a slightly improved employment 

per household ratio as illustrated in Figure 8-3. This also 

led to a decline in reliance of household on grants – from 

36% before intervention to 33% after the intervention – 

and overall increase in salaries and wages being the main 

source of income – from 40% to 46%, respectively. The latter 



11
2

has had a direct positive impact on the average household 

earnings; however, its significance has been relatively 

minor. Although the tracer study results suggest that the 

average monthly household income increased from R3 837 

before intervention to R4 335 after the intervention, con-

sidering that at least two years have passed from the point 

of enrolling into an intervention to the end of 2019 when 

the respondents were requested to report their income 

level, the annual compounded growth rate of the above 

average income is 6.3%. This was slightly above the 4.0%-

5.5% inflation rate observed during the last two years of the 

period under analysis, which suggests that the increase in 

real income was considerably lower and equated to about 

1%-2%. 

If the above increase in household income used as a proxy 

for the contribution of the NSF skills development inter-

ventions towards the livelihoods of learners’ households, 

it could be argued that such an effect was negligible. Just 

under half of the surveyed learners who completed training 

indicated that their households’ financial situation did not 

change post-intervention. At the same time, 27% of learn-

ers indicated that their households finances improved, 

while 26% suggested the opposite. As a result, the group 

of learners whose households’ financial standing declined 

almost entirely offset the improvements experienced by 

households whose income has changed to the positive. 

This also explains the meagre change in the monthly aver-

age household income discussed earlier.  

The improvements in the financial standing of selected 

individuals’ households, though, have translated into 

the betterment of their living conditions. As indicated in 

Figure 8-3, there has been a positive trend with respect to 

the change in the percentage of households who resided 

in traditional huts and informal dwellings, and those who 

lived in standalone houses. 
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9.	 CONCLUSION 

This report presented the integrated findings of the NSF 

evaluation that sought to identify and trace the impact 

of the NSF interventions as a catalytic fund with regard 

to beneficiaries of education, training, and skills develop-

ment programmes over the period between 2015/2016 

and 2019/2020; and to determine the extent to which 

the NSF funding has created or increased (catalysed) the 

response of the PSET system to address (develop and 

maintain) skills that are in demand in the country. 

The evaluation first described the NSF Theory of Change 

as articulated in the Strategic Plans for the analysed 

period and then proceeded to recreate its causal model 

as it was implemented in practice, which was validated 

through two workshops held with stakeholders. Applying 

a theory-driven approach and integrating elements of 

both the contribution analysis and participatory evalu-

ation, the study then proceeded with the assessment of 

effectiveness, efficiency, sustainability, and impact of the 

NSF interventions during the period under review. 

The evaluation revealed a high dependency of the NSF 

pursued external outcomes related to the expansion and 

integration of the PSET system, skills development, and 

education of workers on the effectiveness and efficiency 

of its organisational environment. It also highlighted a 

reliance of the success of skills development interventions 

on the progress made with respect to integration and 

expansion of the PSET system, which was to be enabled 

by the NSF funding and dependent on the capacity and 

capability of its partner organisations. It became obvious 

that the success of the NSF with respect to the achieve-

ment of its strategic objectives was premised on the 

entire PSET system working in a coordinated manner and 

each stakeholder being well-equipped and positioned to 

implement its own mandate. 

The evaluation confirmed that the recreated Theory of 

Change as it was implemented in practice was well-aligned 

with the priorities and objectives outlined in overarching 

strategic and policy documents such as NDP 2030, NGP, 

IPAP, and MTSF. It also confirmed the relevance of the 

objectives pursued by the NSF during the 2015/2016-

2019/2020 period and their coherence with the NSDS III 

Theory of Change. The NSF was well-positioned to play 

a critical role in the realisation of the NSDS III vision and 

delivering on its priorities, and, thus, “cause an important 

change” or be a catalyst. However, the evaluation empha-

sised that the NSF was not responsible for enabling all the 

preconditions that would lead to the attainment of NSDS 

III goals or impacts, which reinforced the importance of 

other PSET stakeholders in delivering on the NSDS III 

objectives. Having said this, the evaluation found that 

the NSF was well-positioned to support targeted and 

evidence-based capability and capacity building of PSET 

stakeholders to advance it towards the attainment of the 

WP-PSET vision.  

The evaluation concluded that the NSF showed varying 

levels of effectiveness with respect to the attainment of its 

strategic objectives and pursued outcomes. 

During the period under analysis, the NSF fell short of be-

coming a well-capacitated organisation. Notable strides 

have been made to transform the organisation into an 

effective and efficient entity, which was evident from the 

establishment of new units and functions. However, its 

reliance on the DHET to execute its HRM functions has 

continued, while the move from a paper-based system to 

an integrated digitised system was slow. By the end of the 

period under review, the NSF had 63 of 155 funded posi-

tions vacant and continued making use of a paper-based 

system, which negatively influenced its productivity and 

performance with respect to its core mandate. Indeed, 

the evaluation found that due to the above constraints, 

staff often took longer to complete certain tasks, while 

some directorates were not able to execute certain key 

functions as required. 

Extended duration of project approvals, delays in pay-

ments, heavily constrained project execution monitoring, 

and limited internal research capability were among the 

main consequences of the capacity challenges experi-

enced by the NSF during the period under review. These are 

among the root causes that led to the dropouts of learners 

from programmes, the late start and delayed completion 

of projects aimed at PSET system development, and the 

inability of the NSF to steer skills development and PSET 

system expansion to better respond to the need of the 

economy, industries and learners. 

Despite the internal capacity constraints, the evaluation 

found that the NSF has played a critical role in catalysing 

the PSET system development by providing funding to-

wards the expansion of learning and training capacities of 

the PSET system and its skills infrastructure. It was noted 

that the progress could have been even greater had the 

partner organisations, and particularly the DHET, not ex-

perienced capacity constraints that often hampered their 

ability to execute projects. 
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The NSF’s biggest achievement during the period under 

review could be argued to have been the enablement of 

skills development of 137 019 learners. It should be noted 

though that it is not possible to determine how many 

of these individuals have in the past already benefited 

from skills development programmes and how many are 

first-time PSET learners. Nonetheless, while 36% of the 

funded learners became employed within two years of 

completing the training, the staggering 47% who could 

not find jobs points to the need to continue aligning 

the skills programmes offered with the skill needs of the 

employers to increase the employability of learners. The 

case for continued support by the NSF of skills develop-

ment in the country, however, is made by the majority of 

funded learners who became employed attributing their 

skills development interventions to finding employment, 

becoming self-employed or progressing their career.   

The NSF contribution towards enabling the training and 

education of workers is also notable, with the overwhelm-

ing perception of workers that courses at Ditsela and 

Workers College shifted their knowledge, enabled them 

to better perform their Trade Union functions and helped 

them grow the confidence needed to take on the complex 

set of duties and responsibilities they are expected to per-

form. However, the overall success with respect to Worker 

Education strategic objective is more difficult to evaluate 

due to the little evidence of benefits derived from these 

activities. 

The NSF achievements during the 2015/2016-2019/2020 

period were made well within the financial prescripts 

defined by the legislation. However, the evaluation found 

that to improve its effectiveness and achieve greater 

value for money of its interventions, the NSF would need 

to increase its human resource capacity and complete 

the transformation to the integrated digitised system. 

Such improvement will increase the operating expenses 

of the organisation but will still be within the 10% 

threshold defined by the SDA. What is more concerning 

is the continuous deficit that the organisation has been 

operating at and the sharp depletion of its reserves over 

the analysed period. 

While No Fee Increase was undoubtedly the biggest 

contributor to the decline in its reserves from R11.2 billion 

at the start of the period under review to R6.5 billion by 

the end of the analysed period, the increasing deficit 

trend post the No Fee Increase period could deplete the 

outstanding reserves in the next five-year period if not ad-

dressed. The risk of such a trend persisting is increased by 

the challenging economic situation in the country, which 

is likely to reduce the NSF revenue streams while also put-

ting pressure on the organisation to strengthen its skills 

development interventions in lieu of a sharp increase in 

the unemployment rate in the country. The risk also lies 

in possible increases in expenditure beyond the expenses 

associated with building its internal capacity. Some of 

the infrastructure that was built using funds of the NSF 

appears to remain as an asset of the NSF, rather than be 

captured in the books of the institution that hosts the 

infrastructure. This puts additional financial strain on the 

NSF to maintain such infrastructure, which has not been 

an intention of the Fund. Ensuring that assets are time-

ously transferred to the hosting party, which also takes 

a responsibility for its maintenance, is also an important 

precondition for continued sustainability of the Fund.  
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10.	 RECOMMENDATIONS

The following recommendations have been devised based on the findings of the evaluation and inputs received during 

a stakeholder validation workshop. 

10.1	 INTERNAL ORGANISATIONAL IMPROVEMENTS

Recommendation 1: The DHET to allow and support the 

NSF to establish a fully-functioning self-sufficient HRM 

directorate (immediate)

Since the beginning of the review period, the NSF has been 

hampered by the high vacancy rate. The situation had 

worsened by the end of the review period, when over 40% 

of the funded vacant positions in the new organisational 

structure of the NSF remained vacant. 

During the period under review, the DHET remained central 

to the NSF’s work. Both internal and external activities of the 

NSF continued to revolve around the DHET. This included 

the peruse of the DHET HRM to advertise for positions and 

make appointments. However, the DHET HRM experienced 

its own capacity constraints that were cited as the main 

reason for the delays experienced by the NSF in filling in 

vacancies. This means that reducing the dependency of 

the NSF on the under-capacitated HRM unit of the DHET 

became critical for the NSF to become more effective and 

efficient. 

Since the launch of the new organisational structure, the 

NSF has been successful in establishing most of the new 

units and directorates. However, the HRM directorate re-

mained left out. The evaluation revealed that the DHET was 

the main bottleneck in this process as it was reluctant to 

allow the NSF to establish the Directorate that would take 

over the responsibility for filling the vacancies. Given the 

critical importance of the unit, it is therefore recommended 

that the DHET changes its position and offers full support 

to the NSF to set up its own HRM function. Importantly, 

the HRM directorate ay the NSF needs to be set up to allow 

for a full spectrum of HRM functions to be performed. This 

includes functions related to recruitment, human resource 

development, compensation, safety and health, and 

employee and labour relations. The DHET HRM should be 

allowed to approve SMS-level positions; if, however, the 

legal status of the NSF does not allow approval of SMS-level 

positions and these need to be approved by the DHET, such 

vetting would need to be done within strict timeframes to 

avoid resorting to the same situation that brought the need 

for the HRM unit at the NSF in the first place. 

Recommendation 2: The NSF to fill vacancies of funded 

positions to become a well-capacitated organisation and 

enable it to fully execute its functions (short-term)

The new organisational structure, which the NSF has 

already started implemented mid-way into the review 

period, is meant to address the overreliance of the NSF on 

the DHET and improve its internal capabilities. However, 

as mentioned earlier, over 40% of funded positions have 

remained vacant at the end of the review period, which 

require to be filled in order to allow the NSF to improve its 

internal processes. 

The evaluation found that delays in project onboarding, 

payments to service providers and learning institutions, 

and limited project management and monitoring capaci-

ties of the NSF have negatively impacted its performance. 

In the case of PSET system development interventions, it 

negatively impacted the progress and completion of proj-

ects. In the case of skills development interventions, it led to 

instances when, monthly into the project, service providers 

were found to be lacking in infrastructure or competency, 

implementing programmes incorrectly, or misusing funds. 

While the NSF took measures to reduce the impact on 

learners, the prevalence of such instances could have been 

reduced significantly, if not avoided altogether, had the 

NSF been operating at its full organisational capacity. 

It is thus recommended that the NSF proactively pursues 

to fill in the vacancies in the organisation, although it is 

acknowledged that its ability to achieve this in the short-

term could be reliant on the success of Recommendation 1. 

Recommendation 3: The NSF to speed up the transition 

towards the integrated digitised system (immediate) 

The use of a paper-based system throughout the period 

under review has proven to be extremely time-consuming 

and often detrimental to project approval. Almost all of 

the NSF’s project management activities, including the 

evaluation of proposals and the monitoring and evalu-

ation of projects, were done manually. This contributed 

to project delays and, in some cases, led to the loss of 
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original documents that delayed approvals of projects. 

This was also created an administrative burden for the 

beneficiaries who had to manually capture the required 

project progress information and hampered the NSF’s 

ability to monitor project implementation.

To address the technology-related capacity challenges 

currently characterising the NSF, the NSF management, 

supported by the DHET authorities, should immediately 

finalise the implementation of all outstanding key ICT 

needs identified during that strategic planning review 

period. These include, among others, the finalisation of 

the Microsoft Dynamics ICT system and the development 

of the new NSF website. Tailored and complementary 

ICT solutions should also be considered for different NSF 

directorates on a case-by-case basis.

Recommendation 4: The DHET to facilitate and the NSF 

to embrace the transition to a fully-fledged Section 3A 

public entity (short- to medium-term) 

During the analysed period, the NSF continued to operate 

as a programme within the DHET, despite it being given 

Section 3A public entity status in 2012. The NSF manage-

ment maintains that almost all the critical decisions made 

by the NSF during the strategic planning review period 

2015/16–2019/20 had to be made through the DHET. Ac-

cording to the top NSF management, this exposed the NSF 

to government bureaucracy and red tape, as the NSF had 

to rely or wait on the DHET Director-General to greenlight 

most critical strategic or operational decisions, including 

the urgent ones. Consideration should be given towards 

giving the NSF its own legal standing and enabling it to 

operate autonomously for it to be more effective. The 

DHET should in the short to medium term initiate the 

NSF’s transition towards full independence from the DHET 

to become a fully-fledged Section 3A public entity. 

10.2	 MONITORING AND EVALUATION IMPROVEMENTS 

Recommendation 5: The NSF to adopt the Theory of 

Change for the upcoming medium-term framework (im-

mediate to short-term)

The evaluation revealed that the Strategic Plans during 

the analysed period and the associated outcome map that 

contained in these failed to recognise the inter-depen-

dencies of some of the objectives pursued by the NSF and 

some of their cross-cutting nature. This had a negative 

influence on the performance reporting of the NSF and 

appreciation of the importance of internal coordination 

and alignment of activities. It is recommended that the 

NSF adopts the approach to the pursued change in line 

with the recreated Theory of Change (in practice) and, fol-

lowing the revision of the Theory of Change to align with 

the strategic priorities and objectives for the new strategic 

period, adopts it as a guiding framework for revamping its 

monitoring and evaluation system. 

Recommendation 6: The NSF to strengthen the monitor-

ing and evaluation framework by revising performance 

measures and associated technical indicators (short-term)

To track its progress, the organisation used input and 

output indicators that measured, for example, the per-

centage of positions advertised and filled (SO9), as well as 

the percentage of project tasks that were completed (SO6, 

SO7, and SO8). While the information derived by tracking 

these indicators may have been useful to understand the 

attainment of specific activities, it was providing mislead-

ing results when it came to evaluation and did not allow 

for monitoring of the organisation’s overall performance 

and understanding of a bigger picture.

For example, as mentioned earlier, the NSF relied entirely 

on the DHET to fill in vacancies. Besides providing the 

DHET with the posts that needed to be advertised, ad-

vertisement of these posts and subsequent recruitment 

for these posts were outside the NSF control. Therefore, it 

could be argued that the indicators that the organisation 

was tracking were measures of the DHET HRM perfor-

mance with respect to the NSF vacancy filling. The use of 

percentages with respect to the vacancies advertised and 

filled also mislead the stakeholders, including the DHET, 

with respect to the severity of the human resource capac-

ity constraints that the NSF found itself. While the annual 

reports of the organisation contained information on the 

vacancy rates, such data were not reported in the annual 

performance plans and, subsequently, did not draw the 

necessary attention of the stakeholders. 

Another example is the indicators that tracked the 

percentage of progress made on all projects funded and 

did not allow for a better understanding of what type of 
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the capacity and skills infrastructure development the 

NSF pursued, as well as how it facilitated evidence-based 

decision making with respect to the PSET development. 

The above weaknesses of the current monitoring system 

highlight the need to review the existing framework and 

revise technical indicators. While this is likely to be a logical 

progression, should the NSF implement Recommendation 

5, the existing performance measures should be revisited 

even if the revision and adoption of the Theory of Change 

approach towards monitoring and evaluation system 

were delayed for any reason.    

Recommendation 7: The NSF to clarify and, if necessary, 

revise the definition of a “rural area” (immediate)

During the evaluation, it became clear that some of the 

terms and definitions used by the NSF in its strategic objec-

tives are vague and often mislead the audience. The case in 

point is the definition of a rural area. 

While South Africa does not have a formal definition of a 

rural area HRSC (2012), it is often understood as “the sparsely 

populated areas in which people farm or depend on natu-

ral resources, including the villages and small towns that 

are dispersed through these areas. In addition, they include 

the large settlements in the former homelands, created by 

the apartheid removals, which depend for their survival on 

migratory labour and remittances” (DRDLR, 2010, p. 7). The 

NSF, however, defines a rural area as any non-metro area or 

the areas excluding the eight metropolitan municipalities. 

Since the strategic documents that inform the NSF priorities 

are silent on the definition of rural areas and the NSF still 

needs to report on its performance against their priorities, 

it is fair that the NSF resolved to the interpretation that is 

easily applied and monitored. For example, Statistics SA 

differentiates between metro and non-metro areas in all 

of its labour force survey, household survey and census 

data reporting. This suggests that the NSF approach to 

differentiating the areas in terms of metro and non-metro is 

acceptable. Moreover, the use of the metro and non-metro 

areas as a geographical differentiation can assist the NSF 

in better evaluating its impact on skills development by 

comparing its contribution against the statistics reported 

by Statistics SA. 

Having said this, in order to avoid misinterpretation of 

results and misleading the stakeholders, the NSF approach 

to defining a rural area needs to come through very clearly 

in its reporting documents. It would be advisable to change 

the current references to rural areas to a definition of metro 

and non-metro, while also seeking clarity on the definition 

of a “rural area” from the sector departments responsible for 

formulating the strategic priorities linked to rural areas.  

Recommendation 8: The NSF to clearly define the bound-

aries applicable to SO6 (An expanded, effective and 

integrated PSET system) and SO7 (Skills infrastructure 

development) (short-term)

The evaluation found it was often difficult to differ-

entiate between SO6 and SO7, considering that an 

expanded, effective and integrated PSET system (SO6) 

cannot be achieved without adequate development of 

skills infrastructure. The fact that the definition of a SO6 

also corresponded with the outcome that was pursued by 

the NSF also complicated the matter. Clearer definitions 

of scope and distinction of boundaries of interventions 

pursued through SO6 and SO7 are advisable. This will 

need to be reflected in the actual definition of these 

objectives but will also need to be carried through to the 

performance framework. It is further advisable to consider 

setting up and implementing a categorisation framework 

for interventions aimed to contribute to the integration, 

expansion and improved effectiveness of the PSET system 

in terms of the nature of interventions and targeted ben-

eficiaries.  

Recommendation 9: Clearly define boundaries between 

Worker Education and CCBA for Trade Unions by ensuring 

that CCBA for Trade Unions (under SO8) is reported sepa-

rately from Workers Education (SO5) (short-term)

There have been misallocations made in the NSF financial 

statements where CCBA for Trade Unions and research 

for Worker Education have been reported under Workers 

Education strategic objective (i.e. SO5), while actually 

being part of SO8 activities. CCBA for Trade Unions forms 

part of the general CCBA that is enabled by the NSF and 

that focuses on the NSA’s constituencies such as business, 

organized Labour and communities. Separation CCBA for 

Trade Unions from the NSF’s general CCBA interventions 

and inclusion thereof under Worker Education strategic 

objective send an incorrect message that such CCBA ac-

tivities are meant to focus on worker education. However, 

CCBA interventions and initiatives undertaken under SO5 

have entirely different objectives and need to be reported 

on separately. 

The misallocation of funding also gives the impression 

that Worker Education (i.e. SO5) is receiving more financial 

support than is the actual case. At the same time, inclu-

sion of CCBA activities for Trade Unions under Worker 
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Education steers the assessment in the wrong direction. 

CCBA for Trade Unions is then viewed from the perspec-

tive of worker education and not from the perspective of 

CCBA, which is meant to advocate the skills development 

strategy as a lever to the broader economic and social 

development. 

Recommendation 10: The DHET to investigate the feasibility 

of adopting a PSET system-based approach to monitoring 

and evaluation and target setting (medium-term)

The recreation of the NSF Theory of Change as it was imple-

mented in practice and its subsequent evaluation revealed 

that the outcomes pursued by the NSF stem from the stra-

tegic priorities of government and are therefore objectives 

that various PSET system stakeholders are intended to con-

tribute towards. In this regard, the DHET, the NSF and other 

relevant stakeholders need to acknowledge and embrace 

that PSET system performance is not solely dependent 

on the work of the NSF. Considering that the NSF mostly 

relies on partner organisations for the implementation of 

its funded interventions, this means that its effectiveness 

and efficiency in delivering on its objectives is highly reli-

ant on the capacity, capability, and commitment of other 

PSET system stakeholders. To strengthen the coordination 

of PSET stakeholders and improve accountability in the 

system, it is therefore advisable that skills development 

and the PSET system capacity building be evaluated from a 

system perspective. This involves adopting a system-based 

approach to monitoring and evaluation of the PSET objec-

tives and a joint target setting by PSET system stakeholders, 

including a coordinated formulation of performance mea-

surement mechanisms.   

Recommendation 11:  The NSF to establish a longitudinal 

monitoring system to track the movement of learners 

during and after completion of their education and train-

ing programmes (short- to medium-term)

At present, no regular tracing of beneficiaries is done. 

The lack of an exit strategy, lack of post-training support, 

and also poor reporting outcomes results in the NSF 

not having actual data on the outcomes of programmes 

or beneficiaries funded in most cases. This results in a 

situation where NSF has to attempt to trace beneficiaries 

for the entire strategic period up to five years after they 

have completed their training in order to undertake an 

evaluation of the programmes funded. It is recommended 

that a longitudinal monitoring system is set up to allow 

the NSF to track current enrolments and track learners’ 

movement after completion of their studies. This system 

could provide more up-to-date information on the learn-

ers in the system and allow to monitor the performance of 

the service providers and learning institutions, as well as 

reach out to the beneficiaries through administering “mini 

tracers” to establish their employment status, career pro-

gression, and living situation. This will also reduce costs as 

opposed to launching full-scale tracer studies every five 

years and allow the NSF to collect longitudinal data on its 

beneficiaries and evaluate the ultimate outcomes better.  

10.3	 BUDGETING AND PLANNING IMPROVEMENTS

Recommendation 12: The NSF to set up a system of skills 

development programme costs for benchmarking and 

improved target setting (short-term)

The evaluation revealed that the NSF has far exceeded 

its targets set for skills development interventions. While 

unsolicited bids and targeted allocation of funds were 

often cited to be among the contributing factors, it was 

also suggested that skills development targets were often 

set to be lower to (a) match funding requirements and (b) 

ensure that they were easily reachable. One of the root 

causes for that is the absence of a database or databases 

on average costs of programmes, which could inform the 

NSF target setting and budgeting. Such a database could 

also assist the NSF when issuing the request for proposals 

and during the adjudication process to benchmark the 

submitted proposals against the current costs. 

Recommendation 13: The NSF to improve planning of 

projects and programmes by strengthening its research 

capacity (short-term) 

It has been expressed that both in the identification of 

projects and required qualifications, the turn-around time 

from identification to implementation takes very long. 

When emergent and anticipated skills needs are identi-

fied, it can take up to five years for a qualification to be 

developed and approved by SAQA, QCTO and/or CHE. This 

results in an inability to respond to pressing or relevant 

skills needs. 



12
4

It is thus recommended that the NSF investigates new 

approaches to ensure that it can timeously respond to 

the fast-changing needs of the PSET environment, which 

would enable it to adequately plan its funding direction 

and inform the selection of key priorities related to skills 

infrastructure and capacity development. This would 

require the NSF to have a strong research capacity to 

gather, analyse, and process research information derived 

through its internal research activities and research un-

dertaken by the DHET and other key PSET stakeholders. 

Recommendation 14: The NSF to observe the objectives 

of the region in planning and approving specific skills 

development interventions (immediate to short-term) 

It was identified that there is a need, in some cases, for 

projects to be aligned with the region where it is intended 

to be rolled-out. Reportedly, sometimes decisions are 

made centrally and applied to all regions in a blanket 

approach, while skill demands may differ per region. 

Infrastructural needs and opportunities available should 

influence the type of programmes supported in a region. 

Skills development interventions aligned with the needs 

and capacity of the region would facilitate more success-

ful placement outcomes. It is anticipated that if greater 

care is given in delivering programmes that are aligned 

with the needs and capacity of a region, greater levels of 

employment could be achieved. 

Recommendation 15: The NSF and NSA to engage on 

and review funding policies with respect to covering 

workshop expenses and salary payments linked to CCBA 

for Trade Unions (short-term) 

While it is clear that there is value in holding CCBA work-

shops to explain policy and strategy and obtain feedback 

on proposed changes, it is extremely expensive to run 

workshops in hotels. It is also difficult to see how the objec-

tive of strengthening capacity at a workplace, employer or 

tripartite structure can be done in short workshops. Hard 

skills need structured skills development programmes. It 

is recommended that the NSF and NSA engage on and 

attempt to reach an agreement on how funds can be used 

better to achieve greater buy-in and improved capacity 

within the unions, but also how the capacity can be built 

and how this could be better measured. 

Further to the above, while it is clear that human resource 

capacity is required to deliver certain outputs, the NSF 

should not set out to fund posts. The NSF has emphasised 

over time its catalyst role and it should keep to that. 

Funding should be adequate to enable an LSO to employ 

needed staff, but this should not be the aim. So, for exam-

ple, in the case of the CHI, it is important to monitor the 

funding of agreed outputs and not focus on the payment 

of salaries. Payment of salaries is the task of CHI using 

project funding from the NSF, and this should be made 

clear in funding agreements. Continued funding should 

be dependent on evidence of research outputs being 

achieved. 

Recommendation 16: The NSF to timeously transfer assets 

that have been built using its funding to the hosting 

institutions to avoid spending on maintenance of the 

said infrastructure and increase its expenses that could 

jeopardise its sustainability (short-term)

During the evaluation, it has been revealed that some of 

the PSET infrastructure that has been built using the NSF 

funds have been recorded as the NSF asset rather than as 

an asset of the hosting institution. Retaining these assets 

on the NSF books exposes the Fund to various risks, in-

cluding the sustainability risk, where annual maintenance 

expenditure on infrastructure can significantly increase 

the NSF’s expenses and contribute to the continued de-

pletion of its reserves. Therefore, it is important that, once 

the project is completed, the assets are transferred to the 

hosting institution, which then becomes responsible for 

maintenance. In order to avoid any disputes regarding the 

ownership and maintenance responsibilities, it is critical 

that such aspects are discussed and agreed upon with the 

partner organisation or the learning institution at the time 

of the project’s funding approval. 

10.4	 INTERNAL IMPLEMENTATION IMPROVEMENTS

Recommendation 17: The NSF to institute a change man-

agement process (immediate)

It has been highlighted that the NSF directorates 

often work in “silos”, leading to duplications of efforts, 

miscommunication, and in some cases erroneous deci-

sion-making. With the organisational structure growing as 

the vacancies are filled, it is critical to ensure that “old bad 

habits” are curbed, and new best practices are entrenched 

and institutionalised. It is also important to ensure that it 

is done in a way that facilitates commitment and buy-in by 

the employees and external stakeholders to support the 
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NSF in the process. This can be facilitated through the ini-

tiation of an organisational change management process.  

Recommendation 18: The NSF to review and improve its 

project onboarding processes separating between solicit-

ed and unsolicited bids (short-term)

Project onboarding at the NSF is hampered and delayed by 

ineffective administration and decision-making processes. 

While human resource capacity has been identified to be 

among the contributing factors, it was also found that the 

NSF processes were lengthy (from acknowledging a bid 

to deliberation, adjudication and then approval), which 

resulted in a delayed response in addressing current skills 

shortages and identified gaps. For example, it was found 

that in some instances, adjudication processes took up to 

a year, leading to the delays in implementation of projects 

and, subsequently, the ability of the NSF to timeously ad-

dress the needs of the PSET system, the industry, and the 

learners. One of the causes of these delays was the fact 

that unsolicited bids were subjected to the same process 

as solicited bids, which often clogged the system and 

exacerbated the issue of delays. Although the assessment 

process ensured due diligence and was therefore import-

ant, the NSF had a limited capacity to process the bids. 

In the instances that unsolicited bids were not approved, 

they used up resources that could have been used more 

productively (such as making sure that approved projects 

were registered timeously), thus making the process 

relatively inefficient. 

Unsolicited bids created the opportunity for innovation 

and creativity to be supported outside the prescripts of 

targeted interventions that typically inform the NSF fund-

ing decisions. Unsolicited bids were found to be more 

competitively priced. Thus, the NSF should continue with 

unsolicited bids but needs to revise its processes to ensure 

that they do not adversely impact the onboarding and, 

subsequently, the implementation of planned projects. 

10.5	 SYSTEM-WIDE IMPROVEMENT 

Recommendation 19: The NSF together with Partner Or-

ganisations should standardise the stipends being given 

to learners (short- to medium-term)

Reportedly, the stipends that are paid to beneficiaries are 

perceived by most beneficiaries as being too little, while 

in some instances, partner organisations and other host 

employers (in the case of WBL learning programmes) 

offer additional remuneration in addition to the stipends. 

Further to this, stipend pay-outs in many instances are 

delayed or irregular, leading to beneficiaries being unable 

to pay for necessities. Higher stipends, or monthly salaries 

at other workplaces (paid regularly and on time), lure 

learners out of learning programmes. This is often seen in 

apprenticeship programmes, where learners acquire skills 

on-the-job, which often leads to them being skilled before 

completion of a programme. By ensuring that stipends 

are adjusted appropriately, and that payments are regular 

and on-time, more beneficiaries would complete their 

training, leading to greater efficiency of the NSF.

Recommendation 20: The NSF to prioritise capacitation 

of the DHET and NSA involved in implementation of its 

funded projects (short-term)

Currently, many of the NSF’s implementing partners, 

including the DHET branches and the NSA, are severely 

constrained in terms of internal capacity and cannot deliv-

er fully to the NSF’s expectations. As such, addressing the 

internal capacity of these entities is critical for NSF’s suc-

cess. This would enable the NSF implementation models 

to be pursued as intended and would reduce incidents 

where the models are not followed. Further programmes 

to capacitate beneficiary PSET system stakeholders, for 

example, post-learning institutions, are also encouraged.   

Recommendation 21: The NSF to improve its relationship 

with SETAs for better working dynamics pertaining to 

what informs occupations and skills identified as scarce 

and in high demand (immediate)

The evaluation found that there seems to be a misalign-

ment between what informs priority occupations for the 

NSF and what SETAs perceive to be priority occupations. 

In the spirit of cohesion and in addressing actual occupa-

tional shortages and the changing needs in the labour 

market, it is recommended that the review of priority 

occupations should consult SETAs and the different Sector 

Skills Plans (SSP) to identify overlapping skills in the 

labour market, across all industries. Currently, there are 

discrepancies between the transformation agenda versus 

actual occupational shortages. What informs employers’ 

needs is currently unclear. Funds in the budget must be 

allocated to the correct channels and interventions (i.e. 

skills development toward occupations that are of eco-

nomic priority). In this way, emergent qualifications can 
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be developed and registered timeously, based on a plan 

and concrete projections, which would avoid programmes 

being implemented once they are outdated.

Recommendation 22: The NSF, the DHET and Quality 

Councils to review funded learning programmes in terms 

of their duration to better align with the industries’ needs 

and to reduce drop-out rates (short-term)

Most training programmes, apart from certain skills 

programmes (short programmes) funded through the 

NSF, are usually administered over a 12-month or longer 

period. However, some skills take less time to master, 

which means those individuals can be placed in employ-

ment sooner. The evaluation revealed that often when 

learning programmes are longer in duration for skills that 

may be taught in a shorter timeframe, some learners drop 

out in favour of finding employment with the skills already 

learned. Drop-outs result in zero return on investment for 

the NSF and the labour market as a whole. Therefore, it 

is recommended that where shorter programmes are 

possible for certain skills, the NSF together with DHET 

and Quality Councils should work towards registering and 

implementing shorter programmes in favour of longer 

programmes. This will lead to greater completion rates of 

learning programmes and higher net societal benefits.

Recommendation 23: The NSF should strengthen the re-

lationship with QCTO and provide support to ensure that 

programme close-out and the certification of learners are 

undertaken timeously (short-term)

Certification is the formal recognition that a learner 

has completed all aspects and/or requirements for a 

learning programme (occupational qualification or skills 

programme). The QCTO is responsible for issuing certifi-

cates to ensure that it is credible. It was found through 

this study that beneficiaries experienced great frustration 

in receiving certification. This led to many beneficiaries 

being unable to apply for jobs that they received funding 

and training for, either seeking other employment or 

remaining unemployed. To address this problem, the NSF 

should strengthen its relationship with QCTO and assist 

the latter with capacity building and streamlining of in-

ternal process to improve the turnaround time associated 

with the certification process. 

Recommendation 24: Learning institutions and partner 

organisations to institute regular updates of the cur-

riculum and build the competencies of its lecturers and 

facilitators (short-term)

One of the key elements to good vocational education, 

and in general, skills training, is to ensure that lecturers 

and facilitators are qualified and have the required indus-

try experience. It has been revealed that not all lecturers 

and facilitators who deliver skills training are adequately 

updated about industry needs and changing practices. 

Anecdotal recounts revealed that in many instances, train-

ing providers teach outdated theory, leaving learners 

ill-prepared when entering the workplace. Lecturers and 

facilitators must be supported in going into the industry 

more regularly to experience first-hand what changes in 

curriculum are required or how materials being taught 

must be adapted to changing industry demands. This has 

to be done by learning institutions and partner organisa-

tions themselves but can be financially supported by the 

NSF, particularly with respect to the most common skills 

development programmes funded by the NSF. Ensuring 

that lecturers and facilitators for those projects funded by 

the NSF are adequately exposed to the relevant industry 

will lead to skills being transferred that are current and in 

line with changing industry needs. This will ensure that 

beneficiaries who find employment become valuable to 

the organisation they work at and may translate to greater 

job security while increasing the societal benefit of the 

NSF funding.

Recommendation 25: The NSF, in partnership with SAQA 

and QCTO, to develop and maintain a country-wide 

learner database to ensure that learners do not benefit 

multiple times (i.e. double dip) reducing the chances for 

other individuals that are Not in Employment or Educa-

tion and Training (NEET) not benefitting from the NSF 

interventions at all (short-term)

Within the PSET environment, and especially within those 

organisations that are funded by skills levies (the NSF 

and SETAs), it has been found that some individuals ben-

efit more than once from skills funding through various 

learning programmes funded by these organisations. This 

occurs due to the fact that, for example, the NSF does not 

select the beneficiaries. Learners funded by the NSF are 

approved by the partner organisations or skills develop-

ment providers in accordance with the requirements set 

forth by the NSF. This means that some individuals “double 

dip” as they apply for one programme after another, and 

often within different areas of expertise and industries. 
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As a result, other individuals that are NEET do not get 

the opportunity to gain skills training or to further their 

education. 

The NSF, in partnership with SAQA and QCTO, needs to 

implement a system that would allow for capturing of 

learners’ details and tracking their participation in various 

training initiatives to prevent double dipping at the cost of 

other NEET individuals. The existing databases such as the 

National Learners’ Records Database (NLRD) and the QCTO 

Management Information System (QMIS) will need to be 

considered, and if possible integrated and augmented, to 

provide of the necessary capability required to track the 

leaner’s previous involvement in skills development pro-

grammes. In future, the NSF will need to specify whether 

the funding provided for a particular intervention can be 

made available for any learner, regardless of the learner’s 

prior participation in skills development initiatives, or only 

for those who have not benefited from skills development 

initiatives in the past.

Recommendation 26: The NSF and NSA to engage on the 

purpose and content of CCBA for Trade Unions (short-

term)

The task of the NSF is not to seek influence over the 

content of programmes implemented, but rather to seek 

clarity on the programme purpose, content, and desired 

outcomes. It is legitimate and necessary for the NSF to 

insist on reaching agreement on sound programmes that 

are designed to achieve agreed outputs and outcomes, 

and to make funding dependent on an agreed imple-

mentation plan. Given the current constraints with public 

spending, the NSF must avoid wasteful expenditure 

or spending not linked to the achievement of agreed 

objectives. In this context, it is important that the NSF 

uses public funds to achieve clearly articulated outputs 

and outcomes, and that it is able to monitor progress and 

report on the success or otherwise of the funded inter-

ventions. The evaluation, however, found that the NSF has 

not been successful in obtaining clarity when it came to 

interventions funded under CCBA for Trade Unions. 

For example, while the workshop format applied by 

service providers under CCBA for Trade Unions appears to 

address the advocacy aspect of CCBA, it does not do jus-

tice to the skills needed to negotiate with employers and 

engage meaningfully in structures around skills policy 

and strategy. Evaluation also revealed that Trade Unions 

object to external bodies (including the NSF) having 

a say in the content of programmes they implement. 

However, since the NSF is responsible for accounting 

for benefits that were derived by the funds dispersed by 

the organisation, it found itself with tied hands as it was 

not allowed to discuss the content of the interventions. 

It is thus suggested that effort be made by the NSF and 

Trade Unions to seek agreement on the desired outcomes 

linked to the CCBA for Trade Unions for the next five years, 

and on the basis of the agreed priorities fund them in 

full. For example, research suggests that there are huge 

changes taking place resulting from the Fourth Industrial 

Revolution, COVID-19 and the associated shake-up in 

global supply chains. Should priority be given to equip-

ping union representatives to navigate the complexity of 

today’s labour market? This is not a decision for the NSF to 

make but it is a reasonable question for the NSF to ask and 

engage with the relevant stakeholders. 

Recommendation 27: The worker education stakeholders 

to revise the approach to skills development and advoca-

cy for Trade Unions (short-term)

There is an overlap between CCBA for Trade Unions and 

Worker Education that needs to be addressed. The trade 

union federations should consider carefully the approach 

to skills development as a bargaining issue and how train-

ing to support bargaining around skills development can 

be strengthened. It may be that there is a need to include 

the capacity building element of CCBA in the Worker 

Education programmes for shop-stewards and officials. 

There needs to be a much more coherent approach to 

capacity building and less of a reliance on advocacy to 

take forward the skills agenda.

Recommendation 28: The NSF to review the way Worker 

Education is funded (medium-term)

In the medium- to long-term, there should be a thorough 

review of the way Worker Education is funded. There 

is a false assumption that came through some of the 

interviews that it is the sole responsibility of the NSF to 

fund worker education. This is not correct. As set out in 

the legislative and regulatory review conducted for the 

literature review for this evaluation, there are several 

funding sources available for worker education. It is rec-

ommended that the discussions take place based on the 

following assumptions:
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•	 Trade unions have a responsibility to fund human 

resource development for staff and train their repre-

sentatives. Just as the levy grant system is intended to 

incentivise employers to train, and to spend more than 

the 1% SDL, so too should the system incentivise and 

enable unions to engage in education and training. 

•	 Some agreements such as the agency shop provided 

for in the LRA allow for funds to be channelled through 

bargaining councils for education and training. It 

would be useful to engage with bargaining councils 

on how these funds are being used and whether 

better use could be made to support elements of 

worker education, particularly worker education in 

support of collective bargaining. 

•	 The ETDP SETA collects levies from trade unions and 

can approve grants to trade unions for staff training. 

While levies are collected in relation to employees/

staff, it could be argued that office bearers are also 

included. There needs to be a strategy agreed with 

the federations to increase the number of trade 

unions submitting WSPs/ATRs and claiming grants. If 

agreement could be reached with the unions that a 

staff training programme be put in place serving all 

the unions, then the ETDP SETA could be approached 

to fund such a programme. 

•	 All SETAs have a responsibility to fund the capacity 

building of union representatives in their sector. It 

would be helpful to examine the nature of funding 

being given to unions by line SETAs and to explore 

how sector funding could be used to better effect. 

Perhaps a multi-year programme could be developed 

that addresses priorities agreed by unions on a sec-

tor-by-sector basis. 

•	 The NSF has some responsibility, but it would be in-

correct to suggest that NSF funds that have been put 

in place primarily to fund those who do not benefit 

from the levies in the form of grants, should be the 

main source of funding for WE. Whilst this evaluation 

supports the view of the trade unions that funding 

provided is not adequate, the implication that this 

problem must be addressed by the NSF alone is not 

supported. 

 

It is proposed that there should be an engagement 

between the DHET, the NSA and the main federations to 

discuss not only the NSF role, but also that of the SETAs, 

and in particular the role of the ETDP SETA, as well as 

bargaining councils and line SETAs. The following options 

should be discussed.

•	 Option 1 – Continue with the current arrange-

ments: The current arrangements involve trade 

union federations putting in grant applications for 

projects. The project approach means that there is 

no consistency in terms of annual funding and there 

are many problems that occur in the implementation 

of projects. COSATU argues that the sums of money 

involved are small and should be increased. Based on 

the outputs, outcomes and impact reported in this 

evaluation it is not possible to agree with COSATU on 

this. The fact that so little of what was made available 

has been spent in the agreed timeframes should be a 

concern to the trade unions. In the context of limited 

public funding being available, it must be possible to 

do more with the funds that have been made avail-

able. Before considering a major increase in funding, 

attention needs to be given to improved planning, 

more clarity on intended outcomes and impact, and 

better monitoring and reporting—in other words, a 

continuation of the short-term measures proposed 

earlier. 

•	 Option 2 – Develop a multi-year programme: 

Concerns raised by a number of Labour Service Or-

ganisations include: the sums of money allocated do 

not cover all the costs of delivery; the project nature of 

funding means that capacity cannot be built to enable 

sustainable programmes; there are delays in tranche 

payments that create cancellations and delays. One 

option would be for the Federations to agree to a 

multi-year (three-year, annually updated rolling) pro-

gramme of training. This could include elements that 

will be funded through Labour Service Organisations 

on behalf of all the unions, federation programmes 

and some that are run by individual unions. Agreement 

could be reached on where the funding should come 

from for each element of the training programme. For 

example: some elements should be clearly allocated 

to the unions themselves to fund; the ETDP SETA could 

fund staff and officials training; each SETA could fund 

sector capacity building; and the NSF could fund core 

programmes delivered via LSOs. These are not specific 

proposals but examples of what such an agreement 

might contain. It is acknowledged that there would 

need to be a process of engaging with all worker 

education stakeholders to reach agreement, and that 

such agreements may need to be underpinned by 

regulation. However, if such an agreement could be 

reached it would provide a much more solid basis for 

worker education funding than currently is the case. 
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•	 Option 3 – A hybrid of the above: Given the historical 

differences that exist between the federations and the 

different approaches to education and training it may 

not be possible to reach full agreement on Option 2. 

Perhaps a level of agreement on some core elements 

of worker education can be achieved so as to bring 

about a situation where 50% of required education, 

training and research is funded on a more permanent 

basis, with agreed funding sources and processes, 

with the other 50% being available for specific proj-

ects. This would enable a coordinated and planned 

approach, linked to some capacity building of LSOs, 

while at the same time allowing for the different feder-

ations to also be funded on their own terms. 

10.6	 FUTURE STUDIES 

In support of the recommendations made above, the 

following studies are proposed to be conducted by the 

NSF in the short- to medium-term:

a.	 The NSF to conduct research to inform 

standardisation of stipends for various qual-

ifications and skill levels to inform planning 

and reduce the likelihood of drop-outs 

(linked to Recommendation 12).

b.	 The NSF and the DHET to conduct research 

on the capacity gaps at the DHET units in-

volved in the implementation of NSF funded 

projects to inform capacity building inter-

ventions (linked to recommendation 13).

c.	 The NSF to conduct research on the av-

erage costs of various skills development 

programmes to develop a system of cost 

benchmarks that can be used to inform 

target setting and proposal adjudication. 
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