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Executive Summary
As indicated in South Africa’s National Development
Plan, a key mission of the South African government
is to strengthen the role of Technical and Vocational
Education and Training (TVET) colleges in better
preparing young people for the labour market. The
White Paper for Post-School Education and Training
(DHET, 2013) makes reference to the important role
that TVET colleges play in the Post-School Education
and Training (PSET) sector, which is to bridge the gap
between education and work. The TVET college sector
in South Africa comprises 50 public TVET colleges, as
well as more than 200 private colleges, many of which
offer TVET programmes.
Public TVET colleges in South Africa offer three broad
categories of full-time and part-time qualifications,
namely: a) the National Certificate (Vocational) or
NC(V), b) the Report 191 National Accredited Technical
Education Diploma (NATED) programmes and c) the
occupational qualifications and part qualifications.
Many TVET colleges also offer programmes in
partnership with industry that are specific to
their needs.
The Department of Higher Education and Training
(DHET) attaches a great deal of importance to
pathway and destination (or tracer) studies. The data
produced by these types of studies are critical for
skills planning and educational development, and are
expected to direct government on where to spend
its resources and how to improve the post-school
education and training system.
The research described in this report is a tracer study
which sampled just over 4 000 completers from all 50
public TVET colleges in South Africa. TVET completers
were identified from DHET’s enrolment database

(Technical and Vocational Education and Training
Management Information System, or TVETMIS) and
a 2017 database containing examination results. The
sample was comprised of all TVET enrollees who
completed their qualification in 2017. More specifically,
completers with the following qualifications were
included in the sample:
Level L 4 Engineering Studies (hereafter
› NC(V)
referred to simply as “Engineering”)
Level 4 Business Studies (hereafter referred
› NC(V)
to simply as “Business”)
– Engineering
› N3
N6
› N6 –– Business
› Engineering
Respondents were contacted by fieldworkers between
18 and 30 months after the completion of their
qualification and were drawn from a random sample of
completers stratified by province and gender.

Sample Characteristics
The single largest group in the TVET sample (27.4%)
completed their schooling in Limpopo. This is followed
by KwaZulu-Natal (16.9%), the Eastern Cape (16%)
and Gauteng (12.9%). In contrast, and conforming to
prior expectations, the single largest “destination”
for TVET completers is Gauteng, where 27% of the
sample currently reside. The Western Cape is the only
other province which has seen a net inflow of TVET
completers. (Only 4.3% of the sample are from the
Western Cape but 6.9% now reside in that province.)
On the whole, the data from the survey suggest
that there has been a general movement away from
the rural provinces towards the two main centres of
industry among recent TVET completers.
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Since tracer or destination studies are largely
concerned with labour market outcomes, one of the
background characteristics of particular interest is
the employment status of TVET completers prior to
their qualification. If a number of completers were
employed prior to enrolling in a TVET programme
then it would be expected that absorption rates
would be fairly high, since respondents would already
have work experience. Moreover, if a substantial
number of completers already had a link to the
labour market then their reasons for undertaking
a TVET qualification might be somewhat different
(i.e. they might be looking to further their careers,
improve their salaries or achieve a promotion). The
data suggest, however, that only about 15% of the
sample were employed prior to the completion of a
TVET qualification.
Given the well-documented gender differences in
vocational qualifications and the impact that this
could have on employment outcomes, particular
attention is paid to gender throughout the report.
While women and men are fairly evenly represented
in the N6 Engineering qualification (48.5% and
51.5% respectively), women are somewhat underrepresented in the N3 Engineering stream but slightly
over-represented in the NC(V) Engineering group. In
contrast, the vast majority of NC(V) and N6 Business
completers are women (81.9% and 73.6% respectively).
Therefore, while there is evidence conforming to
the a priori expectation that women are underrepresented in Engineering qualifications, the main
gender difference in qualifications is the relatively
small percentage of men who have qualified in the
Business streams – both NC(V) and N6.

Labour Market Outcomes
One of the most important features of a tracer
study is the ability to explore the transition from
education or training to the labour market. One of
the key measures of interest in this regard is the
labour market absorption (or employment) rate. In line
with the broader TVET literature the absorption rate
among this sample of TVET completers is somewhat
disappointing. If the percentages of completers in
workplace-based Learning (WBL) programmes, selfemployment and employment are added together,
the result is an absorption rate of roughly 40%.

In other words, 40% of the sample were employed,
self-employed or participating in a WBL programme at
the time of the survey. While low, the comparable rate
among young South Africans (age 18 to 24) without
any tertiary qualifications is only 14.4%. (Authors’
calculations from the 2019 Quarter 1 Quarterly Labour
Force Survey.)
While a small percentage of both women and men
(13.1% and 15.7% respectively) who are not working
are studying further, the single largest group are not
in employment or further education or training. For
example, 47.6% of women and 41.9% of men reported
not being in employment or further education at the
time of the survey. These numbers are, moreover,
closely in line with those reported in the most recent
TVET tracer study in South African literature. (See
Papier, Powell, McBride, & Needham, 2019.)
Perhaps a more appropriate measure of the labour
market outcomes of TVET completers is the expanded
unemployment rate.1 For the sample as a whole, the
unemployment rate is just over 50% (52.2%) and is
slightly higher for women (54.2%) compared with men
(49.1%). At first glance, an unemployment rate of 52.2%
among the completers of TVET qualifications appears
very high. While this is certainly not an encouraging
finding, the figure should be compared with the rates
of unemployment in the broader labour market. For
example, among 18-year-olds to 24-year-olds (the
appropriate comparator group for this sample) without
any tertiary education, the expanded unemployment
rate is a staggering 67.4%. (Authors’ calculations from
the 2019 Quarter 1 Quarterly Labour Force Survey or
QLFS.) Therefore, while an unemployment rate of more
than 50% merits serious concern, the completers of
TVET qualifications are still considerably more likely
to find employment than their counterparts without a
tertiary qualification.
The unemployment rates for completers who are
currently residing in Gauteng and the Western
Cape are the lowest (49.7% and 29.5% respectively).
The unemployment rate for Western Cape-based
completers is particularly low. However, somewhat in
line with a priori expectations, unemployment rates for
TVET completers are highest for those who currently
reside in Limpopo, the North West Province and
Mpumalanga (60.4%, 60% and 56.7% respectively).

The expanded unemployment rate is the percentage of the population who want employment (irrespective of whether or not they are
currently searching) but are not employed. The expanded measure of unemployment includes all of the officially unemployed (i.e. those
who were actively looking for work), as well as those who wanted work but did not look for it during the reference period. TVET completers
who did not want work and/or who are currently studying are identified as economically inactive.
1

x

Perhaps a more interesting question, given the
need to ensure appropriate regional programme
qualification mixes at TVET colleges, is whether
there are notable differences based on the
province in which TVET completers studied for
their qualifications. In this regard the data suggest
that there are several large differences in provincial
unemployment rates based on the province in which
completers obtained their qualifications. For example,
completers who attended a college in the Western
Cape were significantly and substantially less likely
to be unemployed (25.2%) relative to completers who
studied in other provinces. In contrast, the highest
unemployment rates were found among completers
who attended colleges in the North West Province,
Limpopo and KwaZulu-Natal (58.5%, 57.2% and
55.7% respectively).
In terms of the association between unemployment
and the type of TVET qualification that has been
obtained, there are some relatively clear differences.
The two N6 qualifications are associated with
significantly lower unemployment rates relative to
the N3 Engineering and the NC(V) qualifications.
At the same time, the relatively low unemployment
rate among NVC (Level 4) Engineering completers is
encouraging. The only caveat is that because of the
small sample sizes for the NC(V) completion group,
comparisons should be made with caution.
In terms of the types of employment in which
TVET completers are involved, the single largest
(modal) group are in some type of WBL programme,
which includes internships, learnerships and
apprenticeships. This is particularly the case for
female completers, since nearly 60% (58.1%) of
employed women in the sample were enrolled in a
WBL programme (compared with 48.5% of employed
men). Most of the remainder of the employed TVET
completers were employees, i.e. they were working for
employers. About 38% of employed women and 44.5%
of employed men were in this particular group. As
expected, very few recent TVET completers are selfemployed. Only 3.6% of employed women and 7.1% of
employed men were operating their own businesses.
(This includes both entrepreneurial activities and
informal sector self-employment.)
The other important question is whether and how type
of employment differs by TVET qualification. The survey
data suggest that N6 Business completers are the
most likely to be employed through a WBL programme
(57.8% of all employed N6 Business completers).
Most of the other qualification streams appear to be

relatively evenly split between employment and a
WBL programme. The NC(V) Engineering completers
are also characterised by a high percentage of
employment within a WBL programme but the sample
size is too small to draw conclusions for this group.
In terms of the types of employers for whom TVET
completers work, the vast majority work for private
sector companies. N6 Business completers are
more likely (30%) to work for a national or provincial
government department (relative to completers from
the other qualification streams). In the case of WBL
employment, N6 Business completers are again far
more likely to be working in a government department
relative to completers from other programmes. The
pattern is even more pronounced, with the majority
(65.1% of N6 Business completers) doing WBL
programmes in the public sector.
A related question is whether TVET completers are
finding employment in large firms and organisations
or whether they are being employed by small, medium
and micro enterprises (SMMEs). Across all qualification
streams and for WBL participants as well as the
employed, the modal employer group consists of firms
or organisations with 50 or more employees. Very few
TVET completers appear to be working for SMMEs
(e.g. firms with fewer than 10 employees).
In addition to identifying the risk of unemployment
and the probability of finding a job, tracer studies can
also be used to compare conditions of employment,
job quality, perceived relevance and job satisfaction.
More than half of the two N6 completers reported
being in permanent employment compared with
roughly a third of the NC(V) Business (35.3%) and N3
Engineering (32.2%) groups. At the same time, the N6
completers were less likely to be in either fixed-term
or casual employment. To the extent that contract
duration is a proxy for job quality and stability, the
data suggest that N6 completers are finding better
employment than their NC(V) and N3 counterparts.
Earnings (or wages) are another indicator of job quality.
At the lower end of the earnings distributions, there
is substantial overlap between the different groups of
completers and this is likely due to similarities in wages
(or stipends) among interns, apprentices and learners.
However, once the level of earnings is above roughly
R3 000 per month, there are distinct differences
in the earnings distributions of each qualification
stream. The highest-earning group of completers are
those with an N6 Engineering qualification. Among
the N6 Engineering group, the top 10% earn roughly
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R20 000 per month or more. The next highest earners
are those with the N3 Engineering qualification and
monthly earnings for the top 10% of this group start at
about R12 000 to R15 000 per month. The two lowestearning qualification groups are N6 Business, with the
top decile earning from about R10 000 per month, and
then NC(V) Business, with monthly earnings of only
about R7 500 to R10 000 per month in the top decile.
Another measure of employment outcomes is the
perceived relevance of work compared with the
qualification received. If completers who earned a
qualification in Engineering are not working in this field,
this might be an indication of a mismatch between
training and the labour market. Roughly half of the N6
completers reported that their current employment
was related to their qualification. In contrast, only
about 29% of the N3 Engineering completers reported
that they were working “in their field”.
While the survey was conducted only 18 months after
completion of qualifications, it would appear that, to a
large extent, career expectations have not been met.
Just under a fifth of the total TVET sample reported
fulfilled expectations and there was very little variation
across the qualification groups. The N3 Engineering
completers, however, did seem to have a particularly
low level (10.3%) of fulfilled career expectations.
More positively, the vast majority of TVET completers
(67.5%) reported that the skills they obtained during
their qualifications prepared them for their current
work tasks. There are, however, some interesting
differences between the qualification groups.
The two Business qualification groups, NC(V) and
N6, both reported very high levels of satisfaction
with their preparation for work (70.6% and 79.1%
respectively). At the same time, lower percentages
of the two Engineering groups reported that their
TVET qualifications had prepared them for the tasks
they are currently undertaking in their jobs (51.7%
for N3 Engineering and 57.1% for N6 Engineering).
These results would suggest that completers have
experienced some deficiencies in their preparation
for the world of work and/or the skills they obtained
during their qualifications are not well matched with
their current work tasks.

xii

Further Study
The roughly 15% of the TVET completer sample who
were studying further after completing their initial
qualification were registered largely in two types of
institutions, namely TVET colleges and universities.
The vast majority (63.5%) of the TVET group who
are continuing with their education were enrolled
in a TVET college. Further analysis suggests that
the completers of the two NC(V) programmes and
the N3 Engineering completers are far more likely
to be enrolled at a TVET college compared with the
N6 completers. Roughly 80% of the NC(V) and N3
completers who are studying further were enrolled
in a TVET college. In contrast, only 21.5% of N6
Business completers and 27% of N6 Engineering
completers who are studying further were enrolled in
a TVET college. These findings suggest that the N6
completer group is far more likely to exit the TVET
sector compared with the NC(V) and N3 qualification
completers. N6 completers have come to the end of
the highest qualification offered by TVET colleges (or
about NQF Level 5) and therefore have to exit unless
they start a new qualification. NCV 4 (Grade 12/NQF
Level 4) and N3 (a part qualification, roughly at NQF
4) may still choose to improve their qualifications
by trying to achieve the N6 qualification. Some
Universities of Technology, particularly in Engineering
Studies, have created a pathway through the Higher
Certificate at Level 5 into university studies.
One of the more promising findings is that 28.7%
of TVET completers who are studying further are
enrolled in a university. Not surprisingly, the vast
majority of these university enrollees had qualified
in the two N6 programmes. Of the N6 completers
who were studying further at the time of the tracer
study, 65.4% of the N6 Business and 60.8% of the
Engineering completers were enrolled at a university.
At the same time, relatively fewer of the NC(V) and N3
completers were studying at a university largely due
to the fact that universities do not have a systemic
access route for the NCV 4 qualification, and access
is really at the behest of the particular institution and
programme. N3 completers cannot gain entry into
university unless they have a Grade 12 certificate that
affords entry, which most N3 students do not have.
More importantly, N3 on its own does not constitute a
school leaving Gr 12 certificate. These students would
have to go through to N6 in order to have a chance at
university studies through the Higher Certificate and
Diploma route.

Only about 22.7% of NC(V) Engineering completers,
7.6% of NC(V) Business completers and 12.3% of N3
Engineering completers who are currently studying
are enrolled in a university. There is, therefore,
evidence of a relatively stronger articulation between
TVET qualifications and university enrolment through
the N6 qualification stream.
In terms of the reasons for studying further, the modal
response is to “achieve a higher qualification” (31.5%).
This is followed by a desire to “increase knowledge”
(23.8%) and to “improve the chances of finding a
job” (16.9%). There are also a number of reasons for
studying further which are associated with improving
the conditions of employment. These include: “getting
a better job”, “earning more money” and “improving
the chances of promotion”.

However, small percentages of respondents gave
these as reasons for studying further. Therefore, for
recent TVET completers, studying further appears
to be a strategy to improve their chances of finding
employment rather than a strategy to improve their
position (or remuneration) within an existing job.

Conclusion
This study marked an important point in the progress
towards DHET’s objective of engaging with evidencebased research to evaluate labour market outcomes
for the TVET sector. The survey of nearly 4 000 TVET
college graduates with a response rate of 35.2% has
revealed important insights for decision-makers and
policymakers within DHET.
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1. Introduction
In order to support the objectives set out in DHET’s
2013 White Paper for Post-School Education and
Training (PSET), it is critical to engage with a strong
evidence base of research. Towards this end,
comprehensive research on the transition from PSET
into the labour market is a priority for the department.
The tracer study described in this report is the
result of a collaborative project between DHET, the
Government Technical Advisory Centre (GTAC) and
the Capacity Building Programme for Employment
Promotion (CBPEP) and was funded by the European
Union. The study was motivated by the need for more
information on the pathways into and through TVET
colleges and the transitions from colleges to the
labour market.
Interest in employment and unemployment among
PSET completers in South Africa has increased
considerably over the past decade. The reasons for
this interest are wide-ranging and often form part of
the broader discourses on the post-apartheid labour
market, high levels of youth unemployment (see
Mlatsheni & Rospabé, 2002; Rogan, Diga, & Valodia,
2013; Yu, 2013), the restructuring of the post-school
education landscape and the need for meaningful
transformation in the labour market. There are,
moreover, important international discussions on the
role of post-school education in preparing graduates
for the workforce and how the content of vocational
education programmes and qualifications are aligned
with the needs of employers.
Against the backdrop of a globalising workforce, high
levels of youth unemployment and the expansion
of high-skill sectors (often at the expense of lowskill sectors), tracer studies have come to be an

important tool for understanding how new entrants
to the labour market are adapting to these changes
(Teichler, 2002; Mugabushaka, Teichler & Schomburg,
2003; Schomburg, 2003; Schomburg & Teichler,
2006; CHEC, 2013). This report outlines the current
educational and labour market context for vocational
education in South Africa and presents the results
of a study which collected detailed information on
the perspectives, choices, experiences and key
labour market outcomes for a cohort of recent (2017)
TVET completers.
The remainder of the report is structured as follows.
The next section (two) gives a brief overview of
the PSET landscape in South Africa and provides
some context on the TVET sector. The section
then summarises the key findings from the handful
of national TVET tracer studies which have been
conducted to date. In section three, the rationale
underpinning the current study and its key objectives
are outlined. Section four then discusses the study
methodology, research design, sampling approach,
questionnaire design, data collection, analysis and
study limitations. In section five, the key demographic,
educational and employment-related characteristics
of TVET completers are presented in four parts. The
first part describes the broad labour market outcomes
associated with the different TVET qualifications
which were included in the study. The next part
provides a profile of employed TVET completers. Part
three presents a set of descriptive statistics for the
self-employed. Finally, the fourth part of the section
examines the pathways of TVET completers who have
chosen to study further. Section six concludes with a
discussion of the findings and policy lessons, as well as
the implications for skills planning in South Africa.
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2. TVET in Context
2.1 TVET within the postschooling landscape in
South Africa
Tertiary education in the post-apartheid period has
seen a number of far-reaching legal, administrative
and policy changes, as well as a significant
reorganisation of the institutions in the post-schooling
sector (Rogan, 2019). One of the key challenges with
which policy changes are expected to engage is that
of low enrolment (by global standards) in PSET. The
conventional explanation for low PSET enrolment
in the South African literature is that many young
people are unable to afford a university education.
At the same time, the vocational and adult education
and training components are perceived as weak and
fragmented, which discourages young people from
pursuing a vocational qualification (Stumpf, Papier,
Needham, & Nel, 2009; Allais, 2017). As a result, PSET
enrolment is low overall and the balance within the
PSET system is skewed towards higher education, with
only about 30% of those in tertiary education enrolled
in a vocational institution (Stumpf et al., 2009).
By international standards, the South African PSET
system has a particularly large ratio of university to
TVET enrolments (Paterson, 2016; Allais, 2017; Rogan,
2019). Policy appears to recognise this imbalance and
the White Paper’s stated “highest priority” is to both
strengthen and expand the TVET sector (Rogan, 2019).
With regard to the White Paper, it is particularly clear
that the greatest source of expansion within the PSET
sector will be in vocational education (broadly defined)
through the increase in TVET college enrolment and
the introduction (now ongoing) of the Community
Education and Training (CET) colleges. If this objective
is achieved, it would mean that the “shape” of South
Africa’s PSET system would more closely resemble
international norms and, “perhaps most importantly, [it
would] revitalise a vocational education system that
requires an urgent strengthening and realignment”
(Rogan, 2019, p. 11).

2.2 The TVET context
In line with the policy objectives outlined above,
enrolment in public TVET colleges has increased
in recent years (from 358 393 in 2010 to about
688 028 in 2017). One of the likely reasons behind
the successful and relatively rapid increase in TVET
enrolment is the increase in funding for students from
disadvantaged backgrounds. Perhaps most notably,
the number of National Student Financial Aid Scheme
(NSFAS) bursaries awarded to students at public
TVET colleges in 2013 exceeded, for the first time,
the number awarded to university students (DHET,
2017; Rogan, 2019). This increase in TVET enrolment,
supported by financial support from NSFAS, is
therefore a tangible sign that the balance of the PSET
sector is shifting slowly towards vocational education
and training (although the university sector is still
the single largest component of the PSET system).
There is still some way to go, however, since the actual
number of enrolments is still some way short of the
policy objective of one million TVET enrollees by 2030.
(Rogan, 2019.)
Interestingly, the growth in TVET enrolments has not
been in the newer NC(V) programmes2 but in the
NATED 1-6 programmes (Figure 1). Between 2010 and
2017, enrolments in these programmes increased
from roughly 170 000 to 510 000. Most of the recent
increases in TVET enrolment have therefore been
in the N programmes and have coincided with the
extension of student financial aid to students in
these programmes. Given the planned growth (i.e.
a more than threefold expansion by 2030) for this
sector, it will be important to monitor, on a regular
basis, the differences in employment outcomes
across the different qualification streams offered at
TVET colleges.

For a detailed description of the different qualification programmes offered at public TVET colleges, see: http://www.tvetcolleges.co.za/
Site_Courses.aspx
2

2

Figure 1 Vocational programmes in TVET colleges, 2010–20173
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Source: Rogan (2019: 13) and DHET’s Statistics on Post-School Education and Training in South Africa: 2017

2.3 TVET employment
outcomes
In monitoring the performance of TVET outcomes
in the post-apartheid period, there has long been
a concern (Cosser, 2003; Gewer, 2010a, 2010b)
that vocational qualifications have not provided a
smooth transition to employment. Some of the main
reasons for poor employment outcomes among
TVET completers are thought to include negative
perceptions of the colleges by both students and
employers, poor basic education outcomes and a
mismatch between vocational programmes and
the demands of the labour market (Cosser, 2003;
Mashongoane, 2019).
There have been three recent TVET tracer studies
conducted in South Africa for which the results are
in the public domain. The first was conducted by the
Swiss-South African Cooperation Initiative (SSACI),
the Joint Education Trust (JET) Education Services
and the National Business Initiative (NBI) in 2015. The
study (SSACI, JET Education Services & NBI, 2016)
attempted to follow up with 9 000 NC(V) students
from an earlier study of TVET experiences. The

key result was that, of the realised sample (n=3 113)
interviewed, 48% were unemployed in 2015, 38% were
employed and the remainder were studying further.
The study also found some variation by level of study,
i.e. between NC(V) levels 2, 3 and 4. For example,
NC(V) 4 completers had a higher absorption rate
(52%) and lower levels of unemployment. Another key
outcome was that there were surprisingly low levels
of employment in internships or apprenticeships (just
over 8% of the sample). Similarly, and as suggested in
much of the vocational education literature, selfemployment (2.8% of the SSACI et al. 2016 sample)
does not appear to be a common employment
transition for NC(V) completers. Finally, another
consistent finding from the SSACI et al. (2016) study is
that the vast majority (95.4%) of the unemployed were
work seekers.
In 2019, two further studies on the employment
outcomes of TVET completers were published. The
first (Mashongoane, 2019), which also examined NC(V)
outcomes, was an exploratory study based on a small
group (n=120) of NC(V) Engineering completers from
one of the first (2007) cohorts in the North West
Province. While the findings from this particular study

According to DHET (2019: 34), the category “other” refers to “all other programmes offered in TVET colleges, for example skills and short
courses (accredited or not), as well as enrolment into higher certificates. It also includes programme enrolment numbers that were
misreported in 2017.”
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are not representative, the results are instructive.
Mashongoane (2019) found that 40% of completers
were engaged in some type of WBL programme
(learnerships, apprenticeships and internships),
only 15% were employed and 18% were unemployed.
Moreover, 27% of the total sample were continuing
their studies at the time of follow-up. The second
study (Papier et al., 2019), published in the same
edited volume, examined employment outcomes from
a national sample (n=4 050) of N3 and N6 Business
and Engineering programme completers in 2016.
This study found that about 52% of completers were
employed at the time of the study, 17% were studying
further and the remainder were largely unemployed
work seekers.
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Thus, the three most recent South African TVET
tracer studies (in the public domain) suggest that
employment outcomes from TVET programmes are
disappointing. There seem to be mixed results in
terms of participation in WBL programmes but, on
the whole, unemployment rates are high for TVET
completers. It would also appear that a substantial
percentage of TVET completers are studying further
after obtaining their initial qualification. For example,
14%, 27% and 17% of completers from the SSACI et
al. 2016, Mashongoane 2019 and Papier et al. 2019
studies respectively were engaged in further study.
It should be of particular interest, therefore, to
investigate further the types of training (e.g. WBL)
and education which TVET completers pursue after
completing their qualifications.

3. Methodology
3.1 Study background and
objectives
DHET has indicated the need to have a capability that
supports and enables effective planning regarding the
linkage between courses offered by the TVET colleges
and the needs of employers, thus contributing to
employment promotion.
Empirical evidence is required to inform policy and
planning at TVET colleges, to enable colleges to adjust
their programmes to cater for the needs of the various
industries and, subsequently, for employment and
economic growth. The research component of the project
therefore sought to answer the following questions:
1. What proportion of newly qualified TVET college
completers find employment 12 to 18 months after
graduating?
2. Where do the newly qualified TVET college
completers find employment (public sector/private
sector/self-employment)?
3. What factors impact on whether the TVET
graduates obtain employment or not? (e.g.
geographic location, gender, opportunities for
WBL, qualification type, programme type)
4. What proportion of newly qualified TVET college
graduates are engaged in full-time or part-time
further or higher education training programmes?
5. What percentage of newly qualified TVET college
graduates are unemployed?
6. What wages do new TVET completers earn, and
how do these wages compare with those in other
contexts?
7. What is the extent of mismatch between
qualifications and occupations of new TVET
college completers who are employed?
8. What are students’ perceptions of the relevance of
curriculum and education training they received in
preparing them for the world of work?

3.2 Research design
The research design is a tracer study which sampled
completers from all 50 public TVET colleges in South
Africa. TVET completers were identified from DHET’s
enrolment database (TVETMIS) and a 2017 database
containing examination results. The sample was
comprised of all TVET enrollees who completed their
qualification in 2017. More specifically, completers
with the following qualifications were included in
the sample:
– Level 4 Engineering
› NC(V)
NC(V)
– Level 4 Business
› N3 – Engineering
› N6 – Business
› N6 – Engineering
›
Quite clearly, these are not the only qualifications
offered at public TVET colleges and the rationale
for selecting these particular qualifications is
outlined below. However, some context on the
national programme qualification mix is required first.
The two main qualification types offered at TVET
colleges, NATED and NC(V), comprise a wide range of
programmes which are grouped into Business, Utilities
and Engineering. Each year, TVET colleges enrol the
largest numbers of students into Business-related
programmes and Engineering-related programmes.
While the various Business and Engineering
programmes are easily recognisable as forming part of
their respective cognate fields, the Utilities grouping
consists of widely divergent programme offerings
which include, inter alia, Educare, Tourism, Hospitality,
Agriculture and Music, and therefore potentially have
very different employment prospects.
The tracer study sought to investigate students’
trajectories, particularly into the labour market, about
18 to 24 months after graduation from college. Since
the study would commence in 2019, it was decided
to use 2017 official administrative data on college
completers. It is important to note that the research
team decided to trace completers who had obtained
their certificates upon completion of the college
qualification, which in the case of NATED and NC(V)
are national certificates and not the NATED diploma,
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which students obtain only after they have completed
18 to 24 months of workplace training. The latter would
have narrowed the data set considerably and, as
the workplace component of the qualification is not
the responsibility of the college, and because many
students obtain work without necessarily completing
their diplomas, it was thought better at the time to
have wider target group parameters. In any event, the
study was more concerned with whether students
who were traced one and a half to two years after
their N or NC(V) certificate had found employment of
any kind. Such employment could include internships,
short- or long-term contracts, or self-employment.
Even though the N2 in Engineering provides access
to the trade test, employers in an earlier Institute
for Post-School Studies (IPSS) study had suggested
that students with higher level qualifications are
preferred. Therefore, a decision was made for
this study to use completion of N3, as well as N6,
as a potential exit level for Engineering trades.

The N6 exit level is the ultimate level of study in
Business-related programmes, which begin at N4.
The completion of N4 to N6 in both Engineering
and Business is accepted by some higher education
institutions (particularly universities of technology)
as equivalent to a Higher Certificate at Level 5 of the
National Qualifications Framework (NQF).
In addition to N3 Engineering, N6 Engineering and N6
Business, the NC(V)4 as the exit level of the National
Certificates (Vocational) in both Business-related
and Engineering-related programmes was selected
for inclusion in the study. The rationale for these
programmes and levels being selected was that the
official data received from DHET indicated that the
n umbers of students who completed Business and
Engineering programmes in 2017, taken together,
constituted a large proportion of completing students
(more than 90% of all completers in that year) and
far more than the Utilities fields (about 8%), as Table 1
below illustrates.

Table 1 TVET college completers in 2017
Qualification

Field

Registered

Wrote

Completed

N3

Engineering

62 391

59 409

39 102

N6

Business

65 262

63 550

42 197

Engineering

22 471

21 069

12 848

Utilities

7 323

7 153

5 597

Business

13 701

12 592

5 807

Engineering

8 346

7 608

2 332

Utilities

8 694

7 904

3 577

188 188

179 285

111 460

NC(V)4

Total

Source: Authors’ calculations from the national examinations database, November 2017
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Many of the wide variety of programmes categorised
as “Utilities” had smaller numbers of completers
(probably owing to smaller enrolments, the reasons
for which could be interrogated in a different study)
and, since these programmes might have skewed
the data and created incorrect interpretations
around employment, it was decided to focus on
the programmes/fields that the larger numbers of
students had completed, which were the following:

Table 2 Numbers of completers in Utilities/
other programmes (excluded from
the sample)
L4

11 158

L4: EDUCATION AND DEVELOPMENT

409

L4: HOSPITALITY

699

L4: INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY AND
COMPUTER SCIENCE

312

L4: MARKETING

398

L4: MECHATRONICS

94

L4: PRIMARY AGRICULTURE

373

L4

L4: PRIMARY HEALTH

388

CIVIL ENGINEERING AND BUILDING CONSTRUCTION
ELECTRICAL INFRASTRUCTURE CONSTRUCTION
ENGINEERING AND RELATED DESIGN
FINANCE, ECONOMICS AND ACCOUNTING
MANAGEMENT
OFFICE ADMINISTRATION

L4: PROCESS PLANT OPERATIONS

51

L4: SAFETY IN SOCIETY

418

L4: TOURISM

929

L4: TRANSPORT AND LOGISTICS

240

N3

N3

32 123

ENGINEERING (REVISED)

N6

78 925

N6

N6: POPULAR MUSIC: COMPOSITION

6

j MANAGEMENT (NEW)
FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT (NEW)
HUMAN RESOURCES MANAGEMENT (NEW)
MANAGEMENT ASSISTANT (NEW)
MARKETING MANAGEMENT (NEW)
PUBLIC MANAGEMENT (NEW)
PUBLIC RELATIONS (NEW)
ENGINEERING (REVISED)

N6: ART AND DESIGN (NEW)

298

N6: CLOTHING PRODUCTION (NEW)

233

N6: EDUCARE (NEW)

3 803

N6: FARMING MANAGEMENT

1 120

N6: HOSPITALITY AND CATERING
SERVICES

1 864

N6: INTERIOR DECORATING (NEW)

7

N6: LEGAL SECRETARY (NEW)

364

N6: MEDICAL SECRETARY (NEW)

63

N6: POPULAR MUSIC: PERFORMANCE

85

N6: POPULAR MUSIC: STUDIO WORK

65

N6: TOURISM (NEW)

2 192

Box 1 NC(V) and NATED study programmes
included in the sample (as taken from
TVETMIS)4

The Utilities programmes, with their disparate makeup,
and those with smaller numbers of completers that
were filtered out of the official data were as follows:

Source: Authors’ calculations from the TVETMIS database

The entries in Table 1 and Table 2 are taken directly from TVETMIS in order to promote transparency for future studies. As such, the
descriptions “NEW” and “REVISED” are simply the labels that are included in the qualifications descriptions within DHET administrative data.
4
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It was beyond the brief of this tracer study to
interrogate why large numbers of students are
enrolled in the programmes which formed part of the
sample for investigation. The fact remains that large
numbers of young people were/are being enrolled
annually without due regard for whether or not there
are jobs after completion of their college programmes.
While far fewer students are enrolled in Utilities/
other programmes, it would be useful to undertake
an investigation into these programmes’ student
trajectories into the future, as this might suggest
reprioritisation of funding and college investment.

3.3 Tracer studies
The study is based on a quantitative survey design
which followed international best practice for the
design, implementation and analysis of tracer studies.
(See Schomburg, 2003.) Tracer or destination studies
provide information on labour market outcomes
and the factors which are associated with these
characteristics. Labour Force Surveys (LFSs) paint
a broad picture of employment and unemployment
at the national level but they are not always able to
provide more nuanced information (such as institution
type and field of study) on smaller population groups
such as TVET completers. While tracer studies are
not necessarily able to identify causal relationships
between labour market outcomes and individual,
educational and institutional factors, they are able
to identify more detailed outcomes such as time
spent looking for employment, unemployment
history, educational achievements, qualification type,
schooling background, past education choices and
type of current employment (e.g. full-time vs parttime, or formal vs informal) than are typically available
in large national surveys such as the LFSs and
the QLFSs.
In addition, tracer studies often collect less
conventional information such as the kind of workrelated tasks that graduates carry out, the relationships
between study and work, as well as reported job
satisfaction (Schomburg, 2003). Similarly, tracer
studies are able to link these diverse labour market
characteristics with more nuanced explanatory
variables such as schooling history, academic
achievement, parental education, field of study, home
language and type of institution (Schomburg, 2003).

Tracer studies have been used for a range of different
objectives (see Schomburg, 2003; Schomburg
& Teichler, 2006) but one of their key strengths
is that they can provide valuable information at
the institutional level. So while they are often not
regionally or nationally representative, they are well
placed to identify how particular institutions or study
programmes serve their graduates and how they align
with the demands of the labour market (Teichler, 2007).

3.4 Sampling
One of the first steps in designing a sample of TVET
completers involved identifying an appropriate cohort.
International experience (Schomburg, 2003) has
suggested that tracing a cohort of completers less
than a year after graduation/completion would mean
that many respondents would not yet have found work
nor decided whether to study further. On the other
hand, waiting for more than five years from completion
before tracing graduates risks recall bias (particularly
about the transition to the labour market) and makes
contacting alumni more difficult.
Given that the fieldwork was scheduled to be
conducted between May and August 2019, it was
decided to sample a group of TVET completers who
had completed their qualifications during the 2017
calendar year. This meant that respondents (TVET
completers) would be contacted by fieldworkers
between 18 and 30 months after completion
(depending on precisely when in 2017 they passed
their trade tests/final examination). The sample was
drawn from a stratified5 random (i.e. probabilitybased) sample of graduates who completed a TVET
qualification in 2017. Aggregate information on the
broad characteristics of completers was available
through the TVETMIS database.
Table 3 displays the 18 different strata selected for
the sample, as well as the response rate for each.
The response rate refers to the percentage of TVET
completers who were selected for inclusion in the
study and were successfully interviewed. Overall, a
response rate of 35.2%6 is relatively high for a tracer
study. Moreover, the response rate was similar across
all 18 strata, which suggests that selection bias
related to either gender or province is likely to be
relatively low.

The sample was stratified by gender and province in order to ensure a geographic spread of respondents and to account for gender
differences in the preference for different qualification streams.
6
For example, about 65% of completers that the survey team attempted to trace were non-responses owing to a lack of accurate contact
details, refusals or simply not answering repeated call attempts.
5
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Table 3 Sample strata and response rates
College Name

Number of
Responses

Survey Target

Response Rate

Eastern Cape – Female

358

285

30.6

Eastern Cape – Male

178

156

32.8

Free State – Female

170

150

35.6

Free State – Male

116

102

34.8

Gauteng – Female

692

569

36.5

Gauteng – Male

525

463

33.5

KwaZulu-Natal – Female

467

415

36.8

KwaZulu-Natal – Male

327

288

39.5

Limpopo – Female

477

424

41.9

Limpopo – Male

332

295

43.3

Mpumalanga – Female

230

178

38.9

Mpumalanga – Male

132

130

37.9

North West – Female

126

125

31.7

North West – Male

102

90

31.6

Northern Cape – Female

38

33

32.2

Northern Cape – Male

15

15

21.4

Western Cape – Female

167

167

25.9

Western Cape – Male

129

114

23.8

Total

4 581

3 999

35.2

Source: Data provided by SA Commercial7

A further indication that the sampled population is
closely matched with the overall population is that
the distribution of qualifications is nearly identical
(Figure 2). For example, 2.21% of the 2017 completion
group from the TVETMIS database qualified in NC(V)
Engineering. Similarly, the stratified random sampling

7

methodology resulted in 2.19% of the interviewed
sample being from the NC(V) Engineering qualification
group. In other words, the qualification profile of the
population (from TVETMIS) is almost identical to that
of the sample who were successfully interviewed for
the tracer study.

SA Commercial was the contracted service provider that undertook the fieldwork in coordination with the research team.
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Figure 2 Comparison of the sample and population, by TVET qualification stream
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Similarly, Figure 3 shows that the population group
(i.e. race) distribution between the sample and
TVET population is nearly identical. Over and above
this reassuring finding that the sample resembles
the population in several important ways, it does
mean, however, that exploring racial difference in,

for example, employment outcomes will be difficult.
This is not a design issue related to the tracer study
but instead is a feature of the TVET sector, which is
dominated by one particular population group (black
South Africans).

Figure 3 Comparison of the sample and universe, by population group
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3.5 Data collection
Data collection was overseen by the research
team but was outsourced to a private company, SA
Commercial, which has experience in conducting
social science research in general, and tracer study
telephone interviews in particular. Tracer studies often
make use of a mixture of data collection methods (e.g.
telephonic interviews and online surveys) but this was
not possible in the study. The TVETMIS enrolment
database only collected information on telephone
numbers (i.e. there were no email addresses that
could be used for data collection). However, even if
email addresses had been provided, it is not clear
whether it is likely that the completers of vocational
qualifications would be in occupations which require
regular computer or internet use. Such an outcome
would, quite obviously, limit the possibility for high
response rates for an email-based online survey.
As a result, only telephonic surveys were used to
collect data for this tracer study. Interviews lasted,
on average, just under 10 minutes and the responses
were captured on computer-assisted telephone
interviewing software. Information on response rates,
survey progress and non-response were sent to the
research team automatically each Friday during the
fieldwork period. Once fieldwork was completed, the
survey database was sent to the research team in
Excel/comma-separated values (CSV) format.

3.6 The questionnaire

A draft questionnaire was piloted with 20 respondents
and the questionnaire was subsequently revised for
clarity and more streamlined response options. Pilot
interviews were conducted telephonically from a
randomly selected group of completers so that the
pilot phase resembled the actual process of data
collection in as much detail as possible.

3.7 Data capturing, coding
and cleaning
Data from the interviews were converted from a CSV
format into a statistical software package (STATA 14.2)
for cleaning and validation. A number of incomplete
interviews were identified and these were ultimately
dropped from the analysis. This left about 3 980
completed interviews, which was just short of the
target number of 3 999. Data labels and variables were
then added and a number of derived variables were
generated. These include variables such as:
group
› qualification
labour
market
status
› searching unemployed
› non-searching unemployed
› total monthly earnings
›

3.8 Limitations

The questionnaire (see appendix) was based on a
typical tracer study design and included a number
of questions which have been used and validated
internationally. The main components of the
questionnaire are as follows:
Including age, race, gender,
› Demographics:
province of study and place of current residence.
Highest level of education prior to
› Education:
TVET enrolment, programme of qualification and
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›

found, time in current job, prospects in current job,
current hours and current job searching (if any),
type of work, links between content of studies and
current employment, employer, geographical place
of employment and earnings.

information on further study.
Employment: Including state of employment
(if unemployed, duration of unemployment, job
searching, prospects and preferences; if not in the
labour market, e.g. owing to full-time studies, only
questions regarding history, plans, prospects and
preferences were asked), previous employment,
means by which jobs (particularly current job) were

There are several important limitations to the study’s
design. First, since all interviews were conducted
telephonically (and most of these were through mobile
phones), the interviews had to be very short (10 minutes
or less). This meant that, among other things,
information on past education (i.e. schooling history)
was not captured through the tracer study survey.
This is a particular problem because the department’s
administrative database (TVETMIS) also does not
contain this information. The result is that it is not
possible in the analysis to identify whether schooling
background impacts on employment outcomes. To
the extent that schooling backgrounds are correlated
with employment outcomes, the differences in the
probability of employment/unemployment by gender,
qualification stream and province would be overstated.

The vast majority of successful responses were South African nationals. Thus, the sample sizes are too small to disaggregate by
nationality in the main sections of the report.
8
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Perhaps the main limitation, as with all tracer studies,
is that selection bias may influence the results (e.g.
the analysis of employment outcomes) and it is not
possible to identify the direction of this bias (Branson
& Leibbrandt, 2019). While the two previous graphs
suggest that the random sample drawn from the
TVETMIS database resembles, very closely, the TVET
population along several observable characteristics
(gender, province, race and qualification), it is possible
that there are non-observable differences which
could be correlated with the outcomes of interest (e.g.
employment status). To the extent that this is the case,
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further analyses will aim to identify whether and how
the type of non-response is related to employment
outcomes and any observable characteristics in the
sample. The same selection and instrumental variable
methodology that was used to examine selection bias
in a previous South African tracer study (see Branson
& Leibbrandt, 2019) is not well suited to the TVET data
but it may be possible to specify a slightly different
model to control for selection bias. For the purposes
of this report, however, it is important to identify
selection bias as a potential limitation.

4. Key Characteristics of
TVET Completers
This section begins with an overview of some of the
key demographic and socio-economic characteristics
of the sample.

4.1 Demographic and socioeconomic characteristics
Given that the sample was stratified according to
gender, 60% of the sample (like the population) are
female. The average age of completers at the time
of the survey was 24 (median is 23) and less than
10% of the sample are older than 29. Nearly all of the
sample (97.7%) are South African, with only a handful of
respondents of a different nationality. These include:
Mozambique (0.02%), Swaziland (0.02%), the “rest of
Africa” (1.42%) and “unspecified” (0.83%).
Since the tracer study has a national focus, perhaps
one of the key characteristics of interest is the
spatial distribution of TVET students before and after

the completion of their qualifications. In Figure 4
below, the darker bars denote the province in which
completers attended school (province of origin),
while the lighter bars represent the province of
current residence. As suggested in the graph, the
single largest group in the sample (27.4%) completed
their schooling in Limpopo. This is followed by
KwaZulu-Natal (16.9%), the Eastern Cape (16%) and
Gauteng (12.9%). In contrast, and conforming to
prior expectations, the single largest “destination”
for TVET completers is Gauteng (where 27% of the
sample currently reside). The Western Cape is the only
other province which has seen a net inflow of TVET
completers. (Only 4.3% of the sample are from the
Western Cape but 6.9% now reside in that province.)
On the whole, the data presented in the figure
suggest that there has been a general movement
away from the rural provinces towards the two main
centres of industry (but particularly to Gauteng)
among recent TVET completers.

Figure 4 Province of origin and current residence
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Since tracer or destination studies are concerned, in
large part, with labour market outcomes, one of the
background characteristics of particular interest is
the employment status of TVET completers prior to
their qualification. If a number of completers were
employed prior to enrolling in a TVET programme
then it would be expected that absorption rates
would be fairly high, since respondents would already
have work experience. Moreover, if a substantial
number of completers already had a link to the labour
market then their reasons for undertaking a TVET

qualification might be somewhat different (i.e. they
might be looking to further their careers, improve
their salaries or achieve a promotion). The data
suggest, however, that only about 15% of the sample
were employed prior to the completion of a TVET
qualification (Figure 5). It is only this relatively small
group of completers who may have enrolled in a TVET
college with an expectation to improve their labour
market opportunities. For the rest, it is likely that a
TVET qualification holds the promise of obtaining
employment and gaining entry into the labour market.

Figure 5 Previous employment status (prior to TVET qualification)9
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As outlined in the section on methods, this study
is concerned with tracing the labour market
outcomes of the completers of five different
TVET qualifications. In Figure 6 below, the gender
composition of each qualification stream is presented.
Women and men are fairly evenly represented in
the N6 Engineering qualification (47.3% and 52.7%
respectively) but women are somewhat underrepresented in the N3 Engineering stream, and are

slightly over-represented in the NC(V) Engineering
group. In contrast, the vast majority of NC(V) and N6
Business completers are women (82.1% and 72.6%
respectively). Therefore, while there is evidence
conforming to the a priori expectation that women
are under-represented in Engineering qualifications,
the main gender difference in qualifications is the
relatively small percentage of men who have qualified
in the Business streams, both NC(V) and N6.

Not economically active refers to those who do not want work and/or are not available for employment. The unemployed, in contrast, are
those without employment but who would like a job and/or would be available to work if a job were offered.
9
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Figure 6 Type of TVET qualification attained, by gender
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5. Labour Market
Outcomes
One of the most important features of a graduate
tracer study is the ability to explore the transition from
education or training to the labour market. One of the
key measures of interest in this regard is the labour
market absorption rate.10 As suggested in Figure 7
below, and in line with the broader TVET literature
(Gewer, 2010b; Papier et al., 2019), the absorption rate
among this sample of TVET completers is somewhat

disappointing. If the percentages of completers in
WBL11 programmes, self-employment and employment
from the figure below are added together, the result
is an absorption rate of roughly 40%. While low,
the comparable rate among young South Africans
(age 18 to 24) without any tertiary qualifications is
only 14.4% (authors’ own calculations from the 2019
[Quarter1] QLFS).

Figure 7 Labour market status after qualification completion
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While a small percentage of both women and men
(13.1% and 15.7% respectively) who are not working
are studying further, the single largest group are
not in employment or further education or training
(Figure 8). For example, 47.6% of women and 41.9% of

10
11
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men reported not being in employment or further
education at the time of the follow-up survey. These
numbers are, moreover, closely in line with those
reported in the most recent TVET tracer study in the
South African literature. (See Papier et al., 2019.)

The absorption rate is the percentage of the sample of people who are in employment (i.e. any type of employment or self-employment).
There are three main categories of WBL, namely learnerships, apprenticeships and internships.

Figure 8 Labour market status, by gender
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However, a more appropriate measure of the labour
market outcomes of TVET completers is the expanded
unemployment rate.12 For the sample as a whole, the
unemployment rate is just over 50% (52.2%) and is
slightly higher for women (54.2%) than men (49.1%). At
first glance, an unemployment rate of 52.2% among
the completers of TVET qualifications appears very
high. While this is certainly not an encouraging
finding, the figure should be compared with the rates
of unemployment in the broader labour market. For
example, among 18-year-olds to 24-year-olds (the
appropriate comparator group for this sample) without
any tertiary education, the expanded unemployment
rate is a staggering 67.4% (authors’ calculations
from the 2019 [Q1] QLFS). Therefore, while an
unemployment rate of more than 50% merits serious
concern, the completers of TVET qualifications are still
significantly more likely to find employment than their
counterparts without a tertiary qualification.

Against the backdrop of an unemployment rate of
52% for the overall sample of TVET completers, Figure
9 presents unemployment rates according to the
province of current residence. The unemployment
rates for completers who are currently residing in
Gauteng, the Northern Cape and the Western Cape
are the lowest (49.7%, 44.2% and 29.5% respectively).
The unemployment rate for Western Cape-based
completers is particularly low. The difference is
large enough that additional work is required to
investigate the possible explanations for what
appears to be an anomaly in the data. 13 In contrast,
and somewhat in line with a priori expectations,
unemployment rates for TVET completers are highest
for those who currently reside in Limpopo, the North
West Province and Mpumalanga (60.4%, 60% and
56.7% respectively).

The expanded unemployment rate is the percentage of the population who want employment (irrespective of whether or not they are
currently searching) but are not employed. The expanded measure of unemployment includes all of the officially unemployed (i.e. those
who were actively looking for work), as well as those who wanted work but did not look for it during the reference period. TVET completers
who did not want work and/or who are currently studying are identified as economically inactive.
13
It is possible, for example, that the TVET colleges from which the respondents were sampled in the Western Cape were of a particularly
high quality and/or had a closer relationship with private sector firms and employers relative to other TVET colleges.
12
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Figure 9 Expanded unemployment rates, by current province of residence
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Figure 10 shows employment rates by province of
current residence. Not surprisingly, the provinces
with the lowest unemployment rates also have the
highest employment rates. For example, 61.1% of TVET
completers who are currently residing in the Western

Cape are employed. This compares with only 33.2%
of completers in Limpopo, which is also the province
with the highest TVET unemployment rate. In the
country’s main industrial hub, Gauteng, 41.6% of TVET
completers are currently employed.

Figure 10 Employment (absorption) rates, by current province of residence
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Perhaps a more interesting question, given the need to
ensure appropriate regional programme qualification
mixes at TVET colleges, is whether there are notable
differences based on the province in which TVET
completers studied for their qualifications. The data
in Figure 11 suggest that there are several large
differences in provincial unemployment rates based
on the province in which completers obtained their

qualifications. For example, completers who attended
a college in the Western Cape were significantly and
substantially less likely to be unemployed (25.2%)
relative to completers who studied in other provinces.
In contrast, the highest unemployment rates were
found among completers who attended colleges in
the North West Province, Limpopo and KwaZulu-Natal
(58.5%, 57.2% and 55.7% respectively).

Figure 11 Expanded unemployment rates, by province of study
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In terms of the association between unemployment
and the type of TVET qualification that has been
obtained, there are some relatively clear differences.
As Figure 12 suggests, the two N6 qualifications are
associated with significantly lower unemployment
rates relative to the N3 Engineering and NC(V)
qualifications. This is not altogether unexpected,

14

since the N6 has the highest level of admission
requirements and is linked with a higher NQF level
than the other qualifications.14 At the same time, the
relatively low unemployment rate among NC(V) (Level
4) Engineering completers is encouraging. The only
caveat here is that because of the small sample sizes
for the NC(V) completion group, comparisons should
be made with caution.

http://www.tvetcolleges.co.za/Site_Courses.aspx
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Figure 12 Expanded unemployment rates, by type of TVET qualification
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Not surprisingly, the employment rates for TVET
completers also differ substantially by qualification
stream (Figure 13). Most notably, there is a large
difference in the employment rates of completers
from the two N6 qualifications. Roughly half of the
N6 Business and N6 Engineering completers (50.5%

and 46.8% respectively) are employed and this is far
higher than for the other qualification groups and for
the sample as a whole. In other words, the far higher
absorption rates for the N6 completers are pushing up
the average for the sample as a whole.

Figure 13 Employment (absorption) rates, by type of TVET qualification
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5.1 A profile of the employed
Having considered the way that the risk of
unemployment differs by gender, province and type
of TVET qualification, this section now considers
the characteristics of TVET completers who are
employed. One of the employment-related outcomes
of greatest interest in tracer or destination studies is
the length of time that graduates or completers take
to find employment.
Figure 14 shows the percentage of completers within
each qualification type who found employment
within the shortest amount of time (six months) after
completion of their TVET qualification. 15 The results
are somewhat surprising in the sense that a larger
percentage (42.1%) of the N3 Engineering completers
found employment within six months of completion
(relative to N6 completers). The N3 completers,

however, also reported a higher risk of unemployment
(Figure 12), so it might have been expected that they
would also take longer to find employment. Rather, it
would appear that, while the risk of unemployment
is higher for the N3 completers, those who did find
employment were able to do so in a relatively shorter
amount of time.
Another somewhat unexpected finding is that a
greater percentage (35.6%) of N6 Business completers
found employment within six months relative to their
counterparts from the Engineering qualification
(29.2%). As reported in the previous section, women are
over-represented in the N6 Business qualification (i.e.
the vast majority are women) and it might have been
expected that those with an Engineering qualification
would be more likely to find employment more quickly,
given the generally high demand for engineeringrelated skills and experience in the labour market.

Figure 14 Percentage of completers who found employment in under six months, by
type of TVET qualification16
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Owing to small sample sizes, the NC(V) completers are not included in the analysis here.
Sample sizes for the NC(V) qualifications are too small to include in the graph.
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At least part of the explanation for the differences
in the time taken to find employment may come
from the type of employment in which completers
are engaged.

employed women in the sample were enrolled in a
WBL programme (compared with 48.5% of employed
men). Most of the remainder of the employed TVET
completers were employees, i.e. they were working
for employers. A total of 38.3% of employed women
and 44.5% of employed men were in this particular
group. As expected, very few recent TVET completers
are self-employed. Only 3.6% of employed women
and 7.1% of employed men were operating their
own businesses (this includes both entrepreneurial
activities and informal sector self-employment).

Figure 15 shows the percentage of women and men
in the three main types of employment captured in
the TVET survey. The single largest (modal) group
of employed completers are in some type of WBL
programme (which includes internships, learnerships
and apprenticeships). This is particularly the case
for female completers, since nearly 60% (58.1%) of

Figure 15 Type of employment, by gender
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The other important question, of course, is whether
and how type of employment differs by TVET
qualification. The data presented in Figure 16 suggest
that N6 Business completers are among the most
likely to be employed through a WBL programme
(57.8% of all employed N6 Business completers).
Most of the other qualification streams appear to
be relatively evenly split between employment and
a WBL programme. The far greater percentage of
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N6 Business completers who are enrolled in a WBL
programme would also probably explain the higher
percentage of these completers (relative to N6
Engineering) who reported finding employment within
six months of completion. The NC(V) Engineering
completers are also characterised by a high
percentage (59.4%) of employment within a WBL
programme, but the sample size is too small to draw
conclusions for this group.

Figure 16 Type of employment, by type of TVET qualification
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Given the (somewhat unexpectedly) large percentage
of TVET completers across all qualification streams who
are employed in a WBL programme, Figure 17 shows
the different types of WBL programme which employ
completers. By far, the single largest group (57.2%) of
those in a WBL programme are in an internship. This
is followed by apprenticeships (19.6%), learnerships
(15.7%) and then traineeships (7.3%). Only a very small
percentage (0.2%) described themselves as participating
in a cadetship. Perhaps not surprisingly, the type of WBL

programme differs by qualification stream (not shown
in the figure). Among WBL participants, the completers
of the NC(V) and N3 Engineering programmes are
much more likely to be enrolled in an apprenticeship
(68.4% and 53.4% respectively). In contrast, the NC(V)
and N6 Business graduates are much more likely to
be in internships (65.2% and 79.8% respectively). The
N6 Engineering group is more evenly distributed, with
42.6% of WBL participants in an apprenticeship, 32.5%
in an internship and about 20% in a learnership.

Figure 17 Type of WBL programme (%)
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Table 4 identifies the ways in which employed
completers (excluding WBL participants) found their
current jobs. The modal job search method was
through family and friends (26.4%), followed by “coldcalling” (18.5%), online job search (16%) and “sending
out a curriculum vitae (CV)” (10.3%). Relatively few
employees (2.4%) found their current jobs through
their WBL programmes. Even fewer (0.3%) found
employment through the Department of Labour’s
vacancy website.

There are some important differences in the way
different groups of completers found employment. The
two N6 groups, for example, were much more likely to
have found their jobs through “cold-calling” compared
with the N3 completers and the NC(V) Business
completers. At the same time, the N6 completers (both
Business and Engineering) were somewhat less likely
to find their current jobs through family and friends.
Taken at face value, the data in the table seems to
suggest that N3 Engineering completers, in particular,
appear to be better able to leverage their social
networks when searching for employment.

Table 4 Means of finding employment (among employees), by type of qualification
NC(V) L4
Business

N3
Engineering

N6
Business

N6
Engineering

Total

Cold-calling

5.88

12.33

21.49

19.61

18.54

Department of Labour

0.00

0.68

0.60

0.65

0.61

Employment agency

0.00

4.11

2.99

4.58

3.50

Family and friends

35.29

35.62

23.58

22.88

26.44

Family business

0.00

3.42

0.30

0.00

0.91

Government website

0.00

0.00

0.6

0.00

0.3

Internal promotion

5.88

0.00

2.39

1.96

1.82

Online job search

35.29

13.01

14.33

20.26

15.96

Personal contacts

5.88

2.74

3.58

1.96

3.04

College referral

5.88

2.74

3.88

3.27

3.65

Newspaper

0.00

2.74

7.16

4.58

5.32

Sending out CV

5.88

12.33

10.45

8.50

10.33

WBL programme

0.00

1.37

2.99

2.61

2.43

Other

0.00

8.90

5.67

9.15

7.14

Notes: Authors’ own calculations (NC(V) L4 Bus: n=46; N3 Eng: n=330; N6 Bus: n=867; N6 Eng: n=335). Cells are not mutually exclusive,
therefore columns do not total 100%
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The data presented in Figure 18 are based on a question
adapted (for a tracer study) from the QLFS, which aimed
to identify the types of employers for whom TVET
completers are working. The estimates in the figure
are for employees only (i.e. they do not include WBL
participants or the self-employed). At the broader level,
there are two important conclusions to be drawn from
the figure. The first is that the vast majority of TVET
completers (across all qualification streams) work for
private sector companies. The second is that the N6
Business completers are more likely (30%) to work for a

national or provincial government department (relative
to completers from the other qualification streams).
When the same analysis is applied to completers who
are currently involved in a WBL programme (results
not shown in the figure), the findings are similar. In the
case of WBL employment, N6 Business completers are
again far more likely to be working in a government
department relative to completers from other
programmes. The pattern is even more pronounced,
with the majority (65.1% of N6 Business completers)
doing WBL programmes in the public sector.

Figure 18 Type of employer, by type of TVET qualification17
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A related question is whether TVET completers are
finding employment in large firms and organisations,
or whether they are being employed by SMMEs.
Figure 19 suggests that, across all qualification
streams and for both WBL participants and the
employed, the modal employer group consists of firms
or organisations with 50 or more employees. Very few
TVET completers appear to be working for SMMEs

17

(e.g. firms with fewer than 10 employees). Perhaps the
only other conclusion which can be drawn from the
figure is that the WBL group appears to be working for
larger firms or organisations than the group that is in
employment. Greater percentages of the WBL group
are working for firms or organisations (across all three
qualification streams) with 20 to 49 employees relative
to completers in other types of employment.

Sample sizes for the NC(V) Engineering qualification were too small to include in the graph.
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Figure 19 Size of firm, by type of TVET qualification
60
52.5

53.3

50.9

50

49.7

47.1

42.4

%

40
30

28.1

26.3
20.6

20

10.411.4

10
0

19.4

16.6
14.5
5.0

6.9

10.8

9.7

4.8

5.0

1.3

4.1

1.2

N3 Eng

N6 Bus
WBL

N6 Eng
5 to 9

7.8

16.9
13.0

14.6
10.8

8.4
3.3

N3 Eng

N6 Bus
Other Employment

N6 Eng

10 to 19

Notes: Authors’ calculations (WBL – N3 Eng: n=160; N6 Bus: n=501; N6 Eng: n=167) (Other employment – N3 Eng: n=145; N6 Bus: n=335; N6
Eng: n=154)

In addition to identifying the risk of unemployment
and the probability of finding a job, tracer studies can
also be used to compare conditions of employment,
job quality, perceived relevance and job satisfaction.
Table 5 below suggests that there may be some
differences in the quality of employment among the
different qualification groups. For example, more
than half of the two N6 completers reported being
in permanent employment compared with roughly

a third of the NC(V) Business (35.29%) and N3
Engineering (32.19%) groups. At the same time, the N6
completers were less likely to be in either fixed-term
or casual employment. To the extent that contract
duration is a proxy for job quality and stability, the
data in the table would suggest that N6 completers
are finding better employment than their NC(V) and
N3 counterparts.

Table 5 Type of employment contract (among employees, i.e. not the self-employed or
WBL participants), by type of TVET qualification (%)
NC(V) L4
Business

N3
Engineering

N6
Business

N6
Engineering

Total

Permanent employment

35.29

32.19

53.43

56.49

48.86

Fixed-term contract

29.41

34.93

22.39

24.68

25.80

Casual work

35.29

28.77

20.00

15.58

21.55

Total

100.00

100.00

100.00

100.00

100.00

Notes: Authors’ calculations (NC(V) L4 Bus: n=17; N3 Eng: n=146; N6 Bus: n=335; N6 Eng: n=154). Column percentages may not total 100%
owing to rounding
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Earnings (or wages) are another indicator of job quality.
Figure 20 plots the cumulative distribution of monthly
earnings for each qualification stream (but excluding
NC(V) Engineering, owing to small sample sizes). At
the lower end of the earnings distributions, there is
substantial overlap between the different groups of
completers and this is likely due to similarities in wages
(or stipends) among interns, apprentices and learners.
However, once the level of earnings is above roughly
R3 000 per month, there are distinct differences in
the earnings distributions of each qualification stream.

The highest-earning completers are those with an N6
Engineering qualification (the yellow line in the graph).
Among the N6 Engineering group, the top 10% earn
roughly R20 000 per month or more. The next highest
earners are from the N3 Engineering qualification (red
line) and monthly earnings for the top 10% of this group
start at about R12 000 to R15 000 per month. The two
lowest-earning qualification groups are N6 Business, with
the top decile earning from about R10 000 per month,
and then NC(V) Business, with monthly earnings of only
about R7 500 to R10 000 per month in the top decile.

Figure 20 Cumulative Distribution Function (CDF) of monthly earnings18, 19, by type of
TVET qualification
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Another measure of employment outcomes is the
perceived relevance of work compared with the
qualification received. If completers who earned
a qualification in Engineering are not working in
this field, this might be an indication of a mismatch
between training and the labour market. Alternatively,
it may be an indication of inefficiency in the transfer
of scarce skills to the labour market. The data

presented in Table 6 provide some indication that
completers from the two N6 qualifications perceive
themselves to be appropriately placed in the labour
market. Roughly half of the N6 completers reported
that their current employment was related to their
qualification. In contrast, only about 29% of the N3
Engineering completers reported that they were
working “in their field”.

Monthly income was provided as a point estimate by respondents. For those who were not comfortable providing a rand estimate for
their monthly earnings, a series of income categories was provided as an alternative. Where respondents chose this option instead, the
mid-point of these income bands was used to proxy for earnings.
19
Earnings from all types of employment (WBL, employment and self-employment) are included in the graph. Roughly 90% of WBL
participants who provided an answer to the income question reported some level of earnings (i.e. non-zero earnings). The median
monthly income reported by WBL participants was R2 500.
18
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Table 6 Perceived relevance of TVET qualification to current employment, by type of
TVET qualification
NC(V) L4
Business

N3
Engineering

N6
Business

N6
Engineering

Total

Work related to
qualification

47.06

28.97

51.34

49.35

45.44

Career expectations met

23.53

10.34

18.56

17.53

16.59

Adequate preparation for
work tasks

70.59

51.72

79.10

57.14

67.48

Notes: Cells are not mutually exclusive, therefore columns do not total 100%. NC(V) L4 Bus: n=17; N3 Eng: n=146; N6 Bus: n=335; N6 Eng: n=154

The second row in the table concerns the responses
to a subjective question on whether career
expectations (i.e. prior to TVET completion) have
been met. While the survey was conducted only
18 months after completion, it would appear that, to
a large extent, career expectations have not been
met. Just under a fifth of the total TVET sample
reported fulfilled expectations and there was very
little variation across the qualification groups.
However, the N3 Engineering completers did seem
to have a particularly low level (10.34%) of fulfilled
career expectations.
The data presented in the final row of the table
suggest a more positive picture in terms of the
match between TVET qualifications and employment.
The vast majority of TVET completers (67.48%)
reported that the skills they obtained during their
qualifications prepared them for their current
work tasks. There are, however, some interesting
differences between the qualification groups.
The two Business qualification groups, NC(V) and
N6, both reported very high levels of satisfaction
with their preparation for work (70.59% and 79.10%
respectively). At the same time, lower percentages
of the two Engineering groups reported that their
TVET qualifications had prepared them for the tasks
they are currently undertaking in their jobs (51.72%
– N3 Engineering and 57.14% – N6 Engineering).
These results would suggest that completers have
experienced some deficiencies in their preparation
for the world of work and/or the skills they obtained
during their qualifications are not well matched with
their current work tasks.
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5.2 A profile of the
self-employed
As outlined earlier in the report, very few (n=81)
TVET completers (2% of the total sample) were in
self-employment 18 months after completing their
qualifications. Nonetheless, a brief profile of this group
offers some interesting insights.
First, the single largest group (n=36) of the selfemployed (44.4%) do not employ others and, as such,
are classified as own-account operators. A further
21% report employing one other person in their
business. Taken together, this means that 65.4% of all
self-employed TVET graduates are operating micro
enterprises that consist, at a maximum, of two people.
Women are also under-represented among the selfemployed. Despite making up roughly 60% of TVET
completers in 2017, only 41% of the self-employed
are women.
Perhaps one of the key questions in relation to
self-employment is whether TVET completers are
registering their businesses or whether they are
operating in the informal sector. Following the
International Labour Organization standards for
measuring the informal sector, Statistics South Africa
uses the criteria of registration for Value-added Tax
(VAT) and income tax as proxies for formal sector
self-employment activities. Based on these criteria,
the data would suggest that the vast majority of TVET
completers who are self-employed are working in the
informal sector. Only 22.2% reported registering their
business for VAT and only about 29% registered for
income tax. Taken together with the relatively small
sizes of these self-employment activities, there is a
high likelihood that most are in the informal sector.

Figure 21 suggests that, even though most selfemployment is likely to be in the informal sector, the
majority of self-employed TVET completers report
that they are using the skills they obtained during
their TVET qualification. Nearly 60% reported that
their “skills are applicable”, while just under half (46.9%)

reported that their TVET qualification is related to
their current business. A further 14.8% reported that
their qualification is “somewhat” related. Therefore, and
despite the very low numbers of TVET completers in
self-employment, there is some evidence that they are
using the skills they obtained from their qualification.

Figure 21 Relevance of TVET qualification to self-employment activities
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5.3 The unemployed and
economically inactive
Turning now to the single largest group of TVET
completers, those not in employment, this section
presents a profile of the unemployed and considers
the types of further education pursued by
TVET completers.
Table 7 begins by identifying the main reason that the
unemployed (i.e. those who are active in the labour
market but do not have employment) are not working.

Across all qualification streams, more than 90% of
those not working (but who are economically active)
are currently searching for employment. Similar to
other PSET tracer studies conducted in South Africa,
it would appear, therefore, that TVET completers are
unlikely to fall into the category of non-searching
unemployed. In other words, these particular labour
market entrants are not likely to be “discouraged
work seekers”. This is not altogether surprising given
that the follow-up interviews were conducted only
18 months after completion, but it is, nonetheless,
fairly encouraging.
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Table 7 Current labour market status among those who are not working, by type of
TVET qualification (%)
NC(V) L4
Engineering

NC(V) L4
Business

N3
Engineering

N6
Business

N6
Engineering

Total

Looking for a job

92.86

94.20

97.75

98.37

98.67

97.91

Given up looking
for a job

0.00

1.45

0.17

0.27

0.00

0.23

Do not need
to work

0.00

0.00

0.17

0.00

0.00

0.06

Do not want
to work

7.14

0.00

0.17

0.27

0.00

0.35

Unable to work

0.00

0.00

0.52

0.27

0.33

0.35

Not looking
for a job, but
would accept a
suitable job

0.00

4.35

1.21

0.82

1.00

1.10

Total

100.00

100.00

100.00

100.00

100.00

100.00

Notes: Authors’ calculations (NC(V) L4 Eng: n=42; NC(V) L4 Bus: n=69; N3 Eng: n=577; N6 Bus: n=736; N6 Eng: n=300). Columns may not
total 100% owing to rounding

Figure 22 suggests that just over half (52.8%) of the
unemployed sample of TVET completers have been
searching for employment for a year or less. The
other half (or 47.3%) have been actively searching for

employment for a year or more. Overall, these results
would suggest that not only are the unemployed
active work seekers but also that search intensity (or
at least duration) is high.

Figure 22 Time spent by the unemployed looking for employment
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Perhaps not surprisingly, the (as yet) unsuccessful job
search methods rely largely on formal ways of seeking
employment. Figure 23 shows that the most common
search methods among the unemployed, by far, are
“sending out a CV” and online job searches. The
two next most common types of search are related
to going “door to door” and reaching out on “social
media”. All four of these job search strategies have

the lack of access to social networks in common. In
the middle of the graph there is a group of responses
which include things like responding to news
adverts, trying to find work through family or friends
and searching on government websites. College
referrals also fall in this group, with about a third of
unemployed completers having tried this approach.

Figure 23 Methods of job search among the unemployed
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5.4 Further education and
training
The roughly 15% of the TVET completer sample who
were studying further after completing their initial
qualification were registered largely in two types of
institutions, namely TVET colleges and universities.
Figure 24 suggests that the vast majority (63.5%,
n=358) of the TVET group who are continuing with
their education were enrolled in a TVET college.
Further analysis (not shown in the graph) suggests that
the two NC(V) and N3 Engineering completers are far
more likely to be enrolled at a TVET college compared
with the N6 completers. Roughly 80% of the NC(V) and
N3 completers who are studying further were enrolled
in a TVET college. In contrast (also not shown in the

graph), only 21.5% of N6 Business completers and
27% of N6 Engineering completers who are studying
further were enrolled in a TVET college. These findings
suggest that the N6 completer group is far more likely
to “exit” the TVET sector compared with the NC(V)
and N3 qualification completers. N6 completers have
come to the end of the highest qualification offered
by TVET colleges (about NQF Level 5) and therefore
have to exit unless they start a new qualification. On
the other hand, NCV 4 (Grade 12/NQF Level 4) and N3
(a part qualification, roughly at NQF 4) may still choose
to improve their qualifications by trying to achieve
the N6 qualification. Some Universities of Technology,
particularly in Engineering Studies, have created a
pathway through the Higher Certificate at Level 5 into
university studies.
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One of the more promising findings evident in
Figure 24 is that 28.7% of TVET completers who are
studying further are enrolled in a university. Not
surprisingly, the vast majority of these university
enrollees had qualified in the two N6 programmes. Of
the N6 completers who were studying further at the
time of the tracer study, 65.4% of the N6 Business and
60.8% of the Engineering completers were enrolled
at a university (not shown in the graph). At the same
time, relatively fewer of the NC(V) and N3 completers
were studying at a university. Universities do not have
a systemic access route for the NCV 4 qualification,
and access is really at the behest of the particular
institution and particular programme. N3 completers

would not gain entry into university at all, unless
they have a Grade 12 certificate that affords entry,
which most N3 students do not have. Moreover, N3
on its own does not constitute a school leaving/Gr 12
certificate. These students would have to go through
to N6 in order to have a chance at university studies
through the Higher Certificate and Diploma route.
Only about 22.7% of NC(V) Engineering completers,
7.6% of NC(V) Business completers and 12.3% of N3
Engineering completers who are currently studying
are enrolled at a university. There is, therefore,
evidence of a relatively stronger articulation between
TVET qualifications and university enrolment through
the N6 qualification stream.

Figure 24 Type of institution of further education
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A related concern is why some TVET completers
are studying further instead of entering the labour
market. Figure 25 identifies the main reasons that
TVET completers have enrolled in an additional PSET
qualification programme in the 18 months since
completing their prior qualification. The single largest
reason is to “achieve a higher qualification” (31.5%).
This is followed by a desire to “increase knowledge”
(28.8%) and to “improve the chances of finding a
job” (16.9%). Moving down the various responses
presented in the figure below, there are also a number
of reasons for studying further which are associated
with improving the conditions of employment. These
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include: “getting a better job”, “earning more money”
and “improving promotion opportunities”. However,
small percentages of respondents gave these as
reasons for studying further. This is not surprising,
since Figure 5 showed that very few TVET completers
had prior employment experience. Therefore, for
recent TVET completers, studying further is much
more likely to be a strategy to improve their chances
of finding employment rather than a strategy to
improve their position (or remuneration) within an
existing job.

Figure 25 Reasons for studying further
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6. Conclusions
An analysis of the data collected from a nationally
representative group of recent TVET completers has
revealed a number of important findings related to the
links between vocational education programmes and
the labour market in South Africa. First and foremost,
the findings have identified some of the gender
and spatial differences in employment outcomes
which still exist in South Africa. TVET completers who
obtained their qualifications in colleges based in the
rural provinces were considerably more likely to be
unemployed relative to those who studied in Gauteng
and the Western Cape. At the same time, there are
clear gender differences in the choice of qualification
(with women over-represented in the Business
programmes) and in employment outcomes. Women
are less likely to be employed than men and, when
they are in employment, they are more likely to be in
a WBL programme and less likely to be employed (i.e.
employees or self-employed).
Overall, the results of this tracer study, while similar
to previous studies, are somewhat disappointing.
Employment levels are generally low and
unemployment rates are high. As with earlier studies,
one of the key findings is that nearly half of the tracer
study sample were not working or studying at the
time of the interview and the vast majority of this
group were unemployed (not economically active).
Of course, and as outlined earlier in the report, these
findings have to be understood within the broader
context of unemployment and youth unemployment
in South Africa. Viewed in this way, the findings of
this tracer study suggest that a TVET qualification
is positively associated with employment (relative to
having no tertiary qualifications at all).
One of the more curious findings from the study was
that a large percentage of TVET completers were
in some type of WBL programme at the time of the
interview. As outlined earlier, the particular group
selected for inclusion in the study did not require a
work placement in order to receive their qualification.
On the one hand, therefore, it is encouraging that
so many completers were able to obtain work
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experience through a WBL programme (and the
vast majority were receiving remuneration for this
work experience). On the other hand, however, it is
perhaps disappointing that a larger percentage of
completers were involved in a WBL programme than
in direct employment. The fact that this finding was
unexpected suggests that more attention should
be paid to the role of internships, apprenticeships
and learnerships in future TVET tracer studies. More
broadly, however, some reflection is probably required
in terms of how well TVET programmes are preparing
completers for a direct transition to the world of work.
In relation to one of the central aims of this study,
the different employment outcomes by qualification
stream require some discussion. The results would
seem to suggest that programme level is more
important than programme type in influencing
employment outcomes. The unemployment rates for
the two groups of N6 completers were far lower than
for the other qualification groups and there was only a
negligible difference in unemployment rates between
the N6 Business and N6 Engineering completers. This
is not altogether surprising, since the N6 qualification
is a higher qualification (in terms of the NQF) and has
more stringent entry requirements.
The earnings data, however, tell a slightly different
story. In terms of the returns to different qualifications,
the two Engineering qualifications (N6 and N3
respectively) are associated with higher earnings
than the other qualification groups. N6 Business
completers are the next highest earners but, on
average, are quite far behind the Engineering
qualifications. So, while this suggests that the
Engineering programme is valued more in the labour
market, there is also something of a puzzle presented
by these earnings comparisons. N3 Engineering
completers have the highest risk of unemployment
relative to the other groups but, when they are
employed, their earnings are considerably higher.
There are several possible explanations for this
seeming anomaly and this is something which could
be explored further in future tracer studies.

6.1 Policy implications
The policy implications emanating from the tracer
survey are relevant for a number of different sectors.
First, the findings can directly inform DHET’s aim
of building an expanded, effective and integrated
post-school system (as articulated in the White Paper
for Post-School Education and Training). Second,
the TVET sector can draw a number of lessons
from the study. Third, institutions linked with skills
planning, including DHET, Sector Education and
Training Authorities (SETAs) and Human Resource
Development Councils, can draw on tracer studies
such as the one described in this report in order to
monitor skills development and to identify relevant
indicators for the creation of skills needed by the
economy. The implications for each of these sectors
are discussed in turn in this final section.

Department of Higher Education
and Training
Given the somewhat limited labour market transitions
outlined in this report, it is critical to reflect on the
efficiency of the TVET system in South Africa. The
key question is how the TVET system as a whole can
convert potential human resources into the types of
high-level and scarce skills which are in demand by
the economy. In terms of programme choices, the
findings presented in this report also offer insights
into the types of interventions which may be required.
Given the reality of poor schooling quality in South
Africa, one suggestion (see Stumpf, Papier, McBride
& Needham, 2012) has been to adopt a number of
Australian initiatives which are focused specifically on
supporting learners in making decisions about further
training and study. This suggestion has been made
with particular reference to the erstwhile Further
Education and Training sector, but it seems as though,
based on the findings presented in this report, this
type of intervention could be relevant to the current
TVET system.
To the extent that the lack of preparation for TVET
study (i.e. both in academic terms and in terms of
awareness of career options) explains the failure of
students to pursue their first-choice qualifications,
the White Paper for Post-School Education and
Training’s recommendation (2013: 6) that “all young
people in the latter years of schooling (and those in
their early years of post-school education) receive
appropriate and adequate career guidance and
advice” seems to be particularly relevant. Where the
gap between academic performance at secondary

schools and the requirements for a particular TVET
qualification cannot be addressed through appropriate
guidance programmes or initiatives, the possibility of
bridging programmes should be considered. This is a
particularly relevant policy implication given the likely
poor schooling backgrounds of many TVET completers.

The TVET sector
In line with many of the debates in the international
literature (Teichler, 2002; Schomburg & Teichler, 2006;
Teichler, 2007; Núñez & Livanos, 2010), much of the
focus in the South African research has been on the
relevance of vocational education to skills needed in
the job market. The results presented in this report,
while only descriptive, do not support the claim that
vocational education is not relevant to the needs of
firms in the private sector. While it is certainly the case
that alignment could be improved and the quality of
vocational education could be enhanced significantly,
there is clearly at least some level of match between
TVET qualifications and the labour market.
While these particular findings need to be tested further
(e.g. particularly in relation to the high uptake of WBL
programmes), the study does reinforce the findings
from earlier tracer studies regarding the pathways
between TVET colleges and the labour market. The
preliminary descriptive findings presented in the report,
for example, would suggest that the level of qualification
is a stronger predictor of the risk of unemployment
than is programme type. This simple finding indicates
that a focus on curriculum or programme change
(while possibly relevant to addressing skills gaps) is not
necessarily the required solution to the uneven risk
of unemployment, per se. This means that the more
likely causes of unemployment among recent TVET
completers are the perceived or real differences in
the quality of the N6 programmes relative to the other
types of qualifications offered at public colleges.

Skills planning institutions
While the TVET tracer study did not find strong
evidence that specific programme types are poorly
matched to the needs of the labour market, there
may still be a case to be made for promoting the
pursuit of particular study trajectories. (For example,
Tourism, under Utilities, was not included in the study
but could potentially be an important programme in
specific parts of the country.) This might be the case,
for instance, if there is a particular demand for some
types of scarce skills which are required for economic
growth or the future of work.
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Many of the skills which are currently in demand in
South Africa (i.e. scarce skills) are likely to be acquired
through TVET colleges. Against the backdrop of
high rates of youth unemployment and a demand
for scarce skills, more work needs to be done to
identify the key pathways between secondary school
and vocational education in South Africa. (But see
Branson & Kahn, 2019.) By combining administrative
data with regular and carefully designed tracer
studies, a wide range of indicators could be
monitored and many of these could contribute
directly to the efficiency of vocational education’s
role in creating an inclusive labour market and in
equipping TVET completers with the scarce skills
needed by South Africa’s economy.
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6.2 Concluding remarks
The TVET sector is a crucial component of the South
African PSET system. Despite being plagued by
problems of inefficiency and mismanagement, low
and inconsistent quality, a lack of alignment with
the needs of industry and a perceived “matching
problem” between qualified completers and relevant
employment opportunities, vocational education
is likely to be an important part of the response to
the Fourth Industrial Revolution and a key pathway
for South African youth to enter the labour market.
Regular tracer studies, combined with careful analyses
of administrative data sets (TVETMIS and Department
of Basic Education enrolment data and the South
African Revenue Service tax database), should allow
for an ongoing monitoring of the key factors which link
TVET completers with labour market opportunities. It
is hoped that this study will represent an important
step in an ongoing effort to identify whether and
how TVET completers are absorbed into the South
African labour market and how vocational education
is matched with the skills demands of the South
African economy.
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Appendix
Survey Questionnaire for TVET Completers
Would you be willing to answer a few questions about your studies? (Record yes or no)
IF YES: Is this a convenient time to speak with you? This interview will take approximately 10 to 15 minutes.
(If yes, continue; if no, obtain convenient time to call again)
We would really appreciate your input. Please note that the information you give me will remain
confidential and your name will not be used in any publication.

Prepopulate
A. Gender
1.

Male

2.

Female

B. Age at time of completion
Age
C. Population group
1.

Black African

3.

Indian or Asian

2.

Coloured

4.

White

D. Nationality
1.

Angola

7.

South Africa

2.

Lesotho

8.

Swaziland

3.

Mozambique

9.

Unspecified

4.

Namibia

10.

Zaire

5.

Other and rest of Oceania

11.

Zambia

6.

Rest of Africa

12.

Zimbabwe

E. Name of TVET college attended
NB: Please insert a drop-down menu/prepopulated list (http://www.tvetcolleges.co.za/Site_Public.aspx)
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F. Name of course completed
1.

NC(V) L4: CIVIL ENGINEERING AND BUILDING CONSTRUCTION

2. NC(V) L4: ELECTRICAL INFRASTRUCTURE CONSTRUCTION
3. NC(V) L4: ENGINEERING AND RELATED DESIGN
4. NC(V) L4: FINANCE, ECONOMICS AND ACCOUNTING
5. NC(V) L4: MANAGEMENT
6. NC(V) L4: OFFICE ADMINISTRATION
7.

N3: ENGINEERING (REVISED)

8. N6: BUSINESS MANAGEMENT (NEW)
9.

N6: ENGINEERING (REVISED)

10. N6: FINANCIAL MANAGEMENT (NEW)
11. N6: HUMAN RESOURCES MANAGEMENT (NEW)
12. N6: MANAGEMENT ASSISTANT (NEW)
13. N6: MARKETING MANAGEMENT (NEW)
14. N6: PUBLIC MANAGEMENT (NEW)
16. N6: PUBLIC RELATIONS (NEW)

Background
1.1 Name the qualification you registered for.

1.2 In which year did you complete your studies?
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a.

2016

b.

2017

c.

2018

d.

2015 or earlier

e.

Did not graduate [Thank respondent and end the survey]

1.3 What was your employment status before you started your qualification?
1.

Employed (incl. part-time while studying) [Go to Q1.5]

2.

Self-employed (incl. part-time while studying) [Go to Q1.5]

3.

Unemployed

4.

Studying

5.

No, not available for work

1.4 Had you ever done any work (or been self-employed) before completing your qualification?
1.

Yes, I had worked before the qualification (Please prompt for informal types of self-employment)

2.

No, I had never had a job or worked for myself before the qualification

1.5 Name an additional qualification if you have one.
Qualification

Section A: Demographics/background
2.1 In which province are you living now?
1.

Eastern Cape

6.

Mpumalanga

2.

Free State

7.

Northern Cape

3.

Gauteng

8.

North West

4.

KwaZulu-Natal

9.

Western Cape

5.

Limpopo

2.2 In which province did you mostly attend school?
1.

Eastern Cape

6.

Mpumalanga

2.

Free State

7.

Northern Cape

3.

Gauteng

8.

North West

4.

KwaZulu-Natal

9.

Western Cape

5.

Limpopo

10.

Outside South Africa
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2.3 What is your highest level of education?
1.

Grade 9

6.

University certificate or diploma

2.

Grade 10

7.

University degree

3.

Grade 11

8.

4.

Matric/Grade 12

5.

Technical college certificate

9.

	
PLP (Pre-Professional Learning
Programme)
I don’t know

Section B: Current employment status
Script: We now want to ask some questions about your MAIN activity as of 2 May this year. At this time
were you mostly working, studying or looking for work, or were you not available for work?
3.1 What was your main activity on 2 May 2019?
1.

Studying full-time [Go to Q7.1]

2.

Employed (part-time or full-time)

3.

Self-employed [Go to Q5.1]

4.

Not working [Go to Q6.1]

5.

Internship, learnership or apprenticeship [Go to Q8.1]

How long did it take you to find your first job after completion of your TVET qualification?
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1.

Up to 6 months

2.

6 to 12 months

3.

13 to 18 months

4.

18 to 24 months

5.

More than 2 years

6.

I remained employed while studying

Section C: Employment characteristics
4.1 What is the main way through which you found your current job?
	Interviewer: Do not prompt – please listen to the respondent’s answer and then choose the
option which fits best.
1.

Employment agency/labour broker

2.

Department of Labour

3.

Government website/search engines

4.

Online job search

10.

	
Placed my own newspaper
advertisement

11.

Cold-calling/door to door

12.

Sent my CV to organisations

13.

	
Through my learnership/internship/
apprenticeship

5.

Family and friends

6.

Bursary-related work

14.

With the help of a SETA

7.

Family business

15.

Internal promotion

8.

Personal contacts

16.

Referral via the college

17.

Other

9.

	
Responded to a newspaper
advertisement

4.2 Your place of work is classified as...? (Please mark one box only)
1.

National/provincial/local government

2.

Government-controlled business/parastatal (e.g. Eskom/Telkom)

3.

A private company

4.

Non-profit organisation (NGO/CBO)

5.

A private household

6.

I don’t know

4.3 How many employees are there at your place of work?
1.

0

5.

10 – 19

2.

1

6.

20 – 49

3.

2–4

7.

50 or more

4.

5–9

8.

I don’t know
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4.4	How many hours do you usually work per week? (Please indicate the number of hours in the box
provided)
Hours
4.5 What kind of employment are you in? (Please mark one box only)
Permanent employment

Internship

Fixed-term contract employment

Apprenticeship

I am a casual worker

Learnership

Traineeship

Cadetship

4.6	What are the main goods produced/services delivered at your place of work?
(Please describe in 3 to 4 words)

4.7 What is your job title? (Please describe in 1 to 2 words)

4.8 How much do you earn per month before any deductions?

4.9	If you don’t know or would rather not say, please would you indicate the category below which
best describes your monthly income. (Please mark one box only)
Nothing – I am not paid for my work

R3 201 – R6 400

R1 – R400

R6 401 – R12 800

R401 – R800

R12 801 – R25 600

R801 – R1 600

R25 601– R51 200

R1 601 – R3 200

R51 201 or more

4.10 Does your employer contribute to any pension/retirement fund for you?
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1.

Yes

2.

No

3.

I don’t know

4.11 Does your employer pay UIF contributions for you?
1.

Yes

2.

No

3.

I don’t know

4.12 Are you entitled to medical aid benefits from your employer?
1.

Yes

2.

No

3.

I don’t know

4.13 Are you employed on the basis of...?
1.

A written contract

2.

A verbal agreement

3.

I don’t know

4.14 Is your work related to what you studied at the college?
A.

Yes

B.

Somewhat

C.

No

4.15 Have your career expectations at the time of completing your studies been met?
A.

Yes

B.

Somewhat

C.

No

4.16 Has your training course prepared you to carry out job-related tasks?
A.

Yes

B.

Somewhat

C.

No

THANK YOU FOR YOUR TIME
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Section D: Self-employment
5.1 How many people do you employ?
Number of persons
5.2	Have you been able to apply what you learnt while studying towards your qualification to your
business? (Please mark one box only)
1.

Yes

2.

Somewhat

3.

No

5.3	Is what you are doing in your business related to what you learnt while studying towards your
qualification? (Please mark one box only)
1.

Yes

2.

Somewhat

3.

No

5.4 Did you start this business after completing the qualification? (Please mark one box only)
1.

Yes

2.

No

5.5 Is your business (or household business where you work) registered for VAT?
1.

Yes

2.

No

3.

I don’t know

5.6 Is the business (or household business where you work) registered for income tax?
1.

Yes

2.

No

3.

I don’t know

5.7 How much do you earn per month before any deductions?
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5.8	If you don’t know or would rather not say, please would you indicate the category below which
best describes your monthly income. (Please mark one box only)
Nothing – I am not paid for my work

R3 201 – R6 400

R1 – R400

R6 401 – R12 800

R401 – R800

R12 801 – R25 600

R801 – R1 600

R25 601– R51 200

R1 601 – R3 200

R51 201 or more

THANK YOU FOR YOUR TIME

Section E: Unemployment/inactivity
6.1	Which of the following statements most accurately describes your present situation?
(Please mark one box only)
1.

I am looking for a job

2.

I have given up looking for a job

3.

	
Not currently looking for work but would accept a suitable job if offered

4.

	
I do not need to work 

5.
6.
7.

› End of Interview
	
I do not want to work › End of Interview
	
I am unable to work › End of Interview
I am studying [Question 7.1]

6.2 For how long have you been looking/did you look for a job?
1.

Up to 6 months

2.

6 to 12 months

3.

13 to 18 months

4.

18 to 24 months

5.

More than 2 years
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6.3 How have you tried to find work? (Please do not prompt but mark all options that apply)
Sent my CV to organisations
Answered newspaper advertisements
Placed newspaper advertisements
Cold-calling/door to door
Employment agency/labour broker
Department of Labour
Government website/search engines
Online job search
Learnership/internship/apprenticeship
Personal contacts
Waited at the side of the road
With help of a SETA
Family and friends
Used social media
Referral via the college
Other
		
THANK YOU FOR YOUR TIME

Section F: Studying further
7.1 Where are you currently registered to study? (You may mark more than one box)
University
TVET college
Adult education centre/Community Education and Training (CET) college
Private college
Doing an online course
Other
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7.2 What is the main reason for studying towards your current qualification?
NB: Please do not prompt but tick the box which matches most closely with the respondent’s answer.
Increase knowledge and understanding of the industry
Achieve a higher qualification
Improve my chance of finding a job
To help me get a better job
Improve my promotion opportunities
To earn more money
A gap identified in the industry/market
Other
		
THANK YOU FOR YOUR TIME
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