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FOREWORD

DEPUTY PRESIDENT OF THE REPUBLIC 
OF SOUTH AFRICA AND CHAIRPERSON 
OF THE HUMAN RESOURCE 
DEVELOPMENT COUNCIL

The Human Resource Development Council (HRDC) is a platform for social 
partners to address bottlenecks in South Africa’s human resources and skills 
development. The council’s primary responsibility is to develop a robust human 
resource base for a prosperous and inclusive South African society and economy.

Through the Reconceptualised Human Resource Development Strategy of  
South Africa: 2025–2035 (HRDS-SA), which aligns with the National Development 
Plan 2030’s vision, we emphasise the crucial role of education, training, and skills 
development in social and economic progress.

At the heart of the HRDS-SA is our shared vision for South Africa to develop 
“educated, skilled, and capable individuals who contribute positively to their 
communities and the nation.” In pursuit of this vision, we will continue to work 
to solve the triple challenges of unemployment, poverty, and inequality while 
promoting economic growth for the benefit of all South Africans.

By targeting skills enhancement and employability, the strategy directly supports 
the NDP’s goal of creating quality jobs, promoting meaningful economic growth, 
and improving education and training systems. It fosters a more inclusive economy 
by addressing skills gaps and ensuring that vulnerable groups have access to 
relevant training opportunities that enable them to participate meaningfully in 
the economy, whether through jobs or entrepreneurship.

Since the implementation of the country’s first Human Resource Development 
Strategy: A Nation at Work for a Better Life for All in 2001, the government has 
significantly expanded education and training access; however, persistent 
challenges, rooted in the historical inequities of the apartheid era, remain.

The COVID-19 pandemic further exposed profound disparities in the education 
system, buttressing the divide between well-resourced private and public 
schools and under-resourced public schools. This reality demands that we 
intensify our efforts to close these gaps and elevate the quality of education for 
all South Africans.

The government’s dedication to human resource and skills development is 
evident in the significant national budget allocated to public education and the 
progressive increase in the post-school education and training (PSET) budget. 

MR SHIPOKOSA PAULUS 
MASHATILE, MP
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Despite this commitment, education outcomes across the human resource development (HRD) system do not yet 
align with government investment, with critical skills shortages in key economic sectors posing a significant barrier 
to economic vitality.

In response, the Inter-Ministerial Committee on Science, Technology, and Innovation directed the Department of 
Higher Education and Training to develop a comprehensive Master Skills Plan for South Africa: 2025–2030 (MSP), 
a countrywide approach aimed at addressing these entrenched challenges in human resource development.

This revised HRD strategy and the MSP outline targeted interventions to improve foundational education quality, 
enhance infrastructure, and strengthen system efficiencies. The strategy underscores the importance of quality 
early childhood development and literacy in the foundational phase of education, where reading comprehension 
is critical to lifelong learning success. In the PSET sector, the strategy prioritises aligning educational curricula and 
training with labour market needs. By giving salience to practical skills development and supporting growth-
orientated career pathways, the HRDS-SA seeks to increase workforce readiness and ensure that educational 
institutions respond effectively to South Africa’s economic and social demands.

Feedback from employers in both public and private sectors reveals concerns about the work readiness of recent 
graduates. An inadequately prepared workforce can impact firm productivity, sector competitiveness, and 
economic growth potential. Therefore, this strategy calls for enhanced collaboration between the government, 
business, academia, and civil society to develop a skilled and competitive workforce capable of driving economic 
transformation. Furthermore, the strategy emphasises the need for demand-driven programmes that align 
education outcomes with labour market and entrepreneurial needs, bridging the gap between skills supply and 
industry demand.

In an era defined by rapid technological advancements and the rise of the Fourth Industrial Revolution, the 
HRDS-SA and the MSP insist that skills development must evolve in tandem with the swiftly changing systems and 
processes in the workplace and business environment.

The strategy and the MSP advocate for a proactive integration of digital skills and emerging technologies into the 
education and training framework, encouraging role-players to modernise and adapt, thereby equipping the 
workforce with the necessary skills for a digital future.

Rooted in our constitutional commitment to advance the development and well-being of South Africa’s people, 
this strategy adopts a holistic HRD value chain approach that spans education and training from early childhood 
to schooling, through to post-secondary education, and into the workforce. This integrated approach ensures 
that each stage of the HRD pipeline contributes to a cohesive national development effort, addressing needs at 
every level.

To all who have contributed to shaping this reconceptualised HRDS-SA and the MSP, your dedication to the future 
of South Africa is deeply appreciated. Your vision, commitment, and hard work reflect our shared aspiration for 
a prosperous and empowered South Africa. The HRDS-SA is a living document. Unlike past accords that were 
signed and forgotten, the signatories of this strategy will be held accountable over the next decade for their 
commitments to South Africa’s people. They will be regularly reminded of their responsibilities and called to 
account for the pledges made in support of this national imperative.

MR SHIPOKOSA PAULUS MASHATILE, MP
Deputy President of the Republic of South Africa and 
Chairperson of the Human Resource Development Council 
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FOREWORD

MINISTER OF HIGHER EDUCATION 
AND TRAINING

The Reconceptualised Human Resource Development Strategy of South 
Africa: 2025–2035 (HRDS-SA) and the Master Skills Plan for South Africa: 
2025–2030 (MSP) stand as a testament to the country’s commitment 
to investing in its greatest asset—its people. In an era marked by 
rapid technological advancements, environmental challenges, and the 
imperative of a Just Energy Transition, the approach to human resource 
development (HRD) must be as dynamic and forward-looking as the 
world in which we live.

Since the inception of the first HRD strategy in 2001, South Africa has 
witnessed significant changes in its social, economic, and educational 
landscapes. Each iteration of the strategy has endeavoured to respond 
to these changes, ensuring continued relevance and impact. This sixth 
HRDS-SA, however, signifies a paradigm shift. It is characterised by a 
focused and collaborative approach that narrows its priorities to four 
critical areas, each of which holds the greatest potential for transforming 
the HRD landscape.

Thirty years into democracy, South Africa remains confronted by 
deep-seated challenges, including persistent inequalities and the 
need to build a developmental state that is capable of addressing 
these issues, as called for in the National Development Plan 2030. The 
reconceptualised HRDS-SA is a critical step towards achieving this vision, 
as it recognises that investing in human capital is paramount to fostering 
economic growth, social cohesion, and sustainable development.

The White Paper for Post-School Education and Training released in 2014 
underscores the importance of a responsive post-school education and 
training (PSET) system. Such a system must align with the needs of society 
and the demands of the economy. However, the HRDS-SA goes beyond 
the scope of PSET alone. It advocates for an integrated and coordinated 
approach that spans the entire human development continuum—from 
early childhood development to school, to further education and 
training, and ultimately, to the labour market by preparing graduates 
for the world of work.

DR NOBUHLE PAMELA 
NKABANE, MP
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The strategy and the MSP are rooted in the understanding that a holistic approach to HRD is essential 
for achieving national development goals. This involves not only investing in education and skills 
development but also ensuring that youth who are not in employment, education, or training are 
supported in becoming productive members of society.  The strategy places a strong emphasis on 
employability, recognising that equipping individuals with the skills and knowledge required by the 
labour market is key to reducing unemployment and promoting economic growth. Central to all these 
efforts, the reconceptualised strategy and plan recognise the significance of enhancing governance, 
leadership, and management in the public sector.

The HRDS-SA is also aligned with global imperatives such as the Fourth Industrial Revolution and 
the Just Energy Transition. In this context, the strategy prioritises the development of skills that are 
essential for thriving in a digital and green economy. By focusing on these critical areas, South Africa 
aims to position itself as a competitive player in the global economy, while also addressing pressing 
social and environmental challenges.

The point of departure for the MSP is both remarkable and compelling. The empirical research 
underpinning the recommendations and proposals within the plan is not only rigorous but also 
exemplary in its approach. This research underscores the commitment to evidence-based and 
evidence-informed policy and programme development—a critical framework for addressing the 
multifaceted challenges facing HRD in South Africa.

With this foundation, it is anticipated that the recommendations outlined in the MSP will be 
implemented by various role-players and stakeholders, as clearly delineated in both the HRDS-SA and 
the MSP. The plan meticulously details specific interventions and identifies responsible institutions, 
a key element for ensuring that custodians of the strategy are equipped to monitor and measure 
progress effectively. By establishing clear roles and responsibilities, the plan sets the stage for rigorous 
tracking of implementation, which is crucial for ensuring that the desired impact is achieved.

Ultimately, the success of the HRDS-SA and the MSP will hinge on the collective commitment to driving 
these interventions forward. The effective implementation of these initiatives, guided by the principles 
of accountability, transparency, and continuous evaluation, will be instrumental in achieving tangible, 
transformative outcomes for South Africa’s HRD.

The reconceptualised strategy and plan represent a bold and innovative approach to HRD. The 
strategy is responsive to the realities of our time, yet firmly grounded in the long-term vision of 
building a prosperous and inclusive society. By investing in its people, South Africa is investing in its 
future. This strategy and its implementation plan provide a clear and focused roadmap for achieving 
that future—one where every South African has the opportunity to realise their full potential and 
contribute to the nation’s development.

DR NOBUHLE PAMELA NKABANE, MP
Minister of Higher Education and Training
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FOREWORD

DIRECTOR-GENERAL OF THE 
DEPARTMENT OF HIGHER 
EDUCATION AND TRAINING

The goal is ‘one country, one strategy, one plan’. In pursuit of this 
vision, the country’s human resource development strategy has been 
reconceptualised as the Human Resource Development Strategy of South 
Africa: 2025–2035 (HRDS-SA), and its implementation plan, the Master 

Skills Plan for South Africa: 2025–2030 (MSP), has now been developed. This process is crucial for addressing 
the fragmentation and duplication of efforts in South Africa’s skills development landscape, which have 
hindered the efficient and effective building of the country’s workforce. The vision of the HRDS-SA and 
the MSP is to cultivate “educated, skilled, and capable individuals who contribute positively to their 
communities and the nation”. This vision reflects a broader aspiration to empower individuals, enabling 
them to thrive and make meaningful contributions to local and national development. The mission of 
the HRDS-SA and the MSP is to “create a more coordinated, effective, and efficient human resource 
development system in South Africa that supports inclusive economic growth, reduces inequality, and 
improves the quality of life for all individuals”. This mission underscores the need for a cohesive human 
resource development (HRD) system that fosters both economic growth and social equity.

To achieve this aim, the HRDS-SA and the MSP are designed to bring coherence and focus to the 
development of critical skills, ensuring a better balance between the supply and demand of skills in South 
Africa. These strategic frameworks, along with their associated processes and structures, will rationalise 
and enhance the efficiency of HRD and skills planning across the country. This effort will clarify institutional 
arrangements while establishing clear leadership and accountability for key education and training 
functions. Moreover, the strategy and the plan represent a commitment to best practices and collective 
will. They ensure that all social partners—the government, business, labour, and civil society—are 
aligned in addressing South Africa’s HRD challenges. This unified approach is essential for building a 
more resilient and capable workforce that will drive the country’s economic and social progress.

The MSP serves as the implementation plan for the HRDS-SA for the period 2025 to 2035. It closely aligns 
with national strategic policies such as the National Development Plan 2030, the Medium-Term Strategic 
Framework: 2019–2024, the National Skills Development Plan 2030, and the Economic Reconstruction and 
Recovery Plan Skills Strategy. Additionally, the MSP is harmonised with international initiatives including 
the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals, the Southern African Development Community’s 
Regional Indicative Strategic Development Plan 2020–2030, and the African Union’s Continental Education 
Strategy for Africa 2016–2025.

By providing clear strategic directions, the MSP outlines the future development of provincial skills 
development plans, municipal integrated development plans, economic master plans, sector skills 
plans, post-school education and training plans, basic education plans, local economic development 
plans, and employer workplace skills plans. Collectively, these efforts address South Africa’s HRD 
challenges holistically, ensuring the creation of a skilled and capable workforce that supports economic 
and social development.

DR NKOSINATHI SISHI



7

Given the numerous HRD challenges in South Africa—ranging from early childhood development to 
tertiary education to workforce development—there are significant issues that span both formal and 
non-formal education and training. Stakeholders have expressed concern that the earlier iterations 
of the country’s HRD strategy were too broad and academic, resulting in a ‘lengthy shopping list’ of 
issues. In response, this reconceptualised strategy and its plan have adopted guiding principles to 
ensure a meaningful impact across the entire education and training value chain:

	● Brevity: Intended to be compelling and concise, avoiding the pitfalls of lengthy academic texts 
that can overwhelm the reader.

	● Pareto principle: Focused on 20% of significant interventions that can yield 80% of the impact, 
helping streamline efforts and maximise effectiveness.

	● Keep it short and simple: Designed to be accessible and applicable, ensuring clarity of message 
and ease of understanding.

	● Evidence: Grounded in factual data to support informed decision-making and effective 
resource mobilisation.

In developing the HRDS-SA and the MSP, rigorous criteria were established for selecting the goals and 
interventions through a comprehensive literature review. This thorough process resulted in the creation of 
six background papers, complemented by insightful interviews and stakeholder consultations. For effective 
prioritisation within the strategy and its plan, the identified goals had to satisfy the following criteria:

	● High national priority: An issue that is a high national HRD priority requiring 
urgent intervention.

	● Significant impact: An issue that significantly enhances the country’s HRD.
	● Public attention: An issue that requires the responsible public entity to provide adequate 

attention to it.
	● Domino effect: An issue that has a domino effect on HRD in the country.
	● Multi-level coordination: An issue that necessitates coordination across multiple levels of 

the government.

In line with these criteria, the HRDS-SA and the MSP have identified four key goals, each elaborated 
upon in detail within both reports:
1.	 Improving early learning and schooling outcomes
2.	 Improving the employability of youth who are not in employment, education, or training 
3.	 Enhancing the responsiveness of the post-school education and training system to skills demand
4.	 Improving governance, leadership, and management in the public sector

It is important to note that the successful implementation of the strategy and the plan is not solely 
the responsibility of the Department of Higher Education and Training; it requires the collective 
effort of various government departments, government entities, and the private sector. By working 
together, a robust and coordinated approach to HRD can be ensured, addressing the pressing 
needs of the nation.

DR NKOSINATHI SISHI
Director-General of the Department of Higher Education and Training
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MR MALIVIWE LUMKA

FOREWORD

HEAD OF THE HUMAN RESOURCE 
DEVELOPMENT COUNCIL 
SECRETARIAT

The Reconceptualised Human Resource Development Strategy of South 
Africa: 2025–2035 (HRDS-SA), along with its implementation plan, the 
Master Skills Plan for South Africa: 2025–2030 (MSP), stand as a crucial 
framework for addressing South Africa’s ongoing human resource 
challenges. In the face of pressing issues such as skills mismatches, high 
unemployment rates, and the increasing number of youths who are not 
in employment, education, or training, this strategy offers a renewed 
and strategic vision for overcoming these persistent barriers.

The HRDS-SA goes beyond being just a plan—it represents a 
comprehensive and committed approach to human resource 
development (HRD). By adopting an integrated and targeted framework, 
it underscores the critical need for collaboration across multiple sectors. 
This approach is essential to addressing the complex and interconnected 
challenges we face, while not only meeting immediate needs but also 
laying a solid foundation for sustainable and inclusive growth. In alignment 
with the National Development Plan 2030 (NDP), which emphasises the 
need to improve systems for skills planning, the strategy and the MSP 
highlight the importance of adopting demand-driven skills planning by 
the government.

At the heart of this strategy is the enhancement of early childhood 
development (ECD), as outlined in the National Integrated Early 
Childhood Development Policy. ECD plays a pivotal role in shaping 
health, well-being, and economic outcomes, particularly for children 
from disadvantaged backgrounds. While access to ECD has improved, 
significant disparities persist, leaving many children without quality early 
learning opportunities. This strategy places ECD as a national priority, 
aiming to address these gaps and ensure that all children, regardless of 
their socio-economic background, have the opportunity to thrive from 
the earliest stages of their development.

In addition to ECD, the HRDS-SA and the MSP aim to improve the 
responsiveness of our post-school education and training (PSET) 
sector. By more closely aligning the PSET system with the evolving 
needs of the labour market, the strategy seeks to address the mismatch 
between skills supply and demand. This alignment is crucial for driving 
economic growth, improving employment rates, and advancing social 
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development. Strengthening the PSET system will reduce 
inefficiencies, support local businesses, and foster innovation.

Another key focus of this strategy is the improvement of 
governance, leadership, and management within the public 
sector. The NDP highlights the importance of a capable, 
effective state in driving social and economic transformation. 
This strategy recognises the governance challenges within the 
public sector, and aims to support reforms that will enhance 
state capacity, improve policy implementation, and promote a 
more professional and ethical public service. 

The reconceptualised strategy and plan are aligned with the 
United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals and reflect the 
national priorities set forth in the NDP. The strategy embodies a 
vision of collaborative progress and sustained impact, ensuring 
that South Africa’s HRD efforts are future-focused while 
remaining firmly grounded in addressing the country’s most 
critical challenges.

The MSP integrates the core elements of existing plans 
impacting skills development across the country. By bringing 
coherence to the skills development system, the MSP provides 
a common vision for HRD in South Africa. It clarifies institutional 
arrangements, providing clear leadership and responsibility 
for key elements of the skills system. This clarity is essential for 
implementing robust monitoring and evaluation processes that 
track progress and measure success. These processes are vital 
to the effective implementation of the strategy and the plan, 
ensuring a meaningful and lasting impact on the lives of South 
Africa’s citizens.

The reconceptualised HRDS-SA and the MSP are not 
government-only initiatives; they are a call to action for all 
stakeholders and role-players within the HRD space. Their 
goal is to foster a coordinated and collective response to HRD, 
ensuring alignment and coherence while avoiding contradictions 
and duplications. Together, we can build a unified approach 
that drives meaningful change and strengthens South Africa’s 
human resource capacity.

MR MALIVIWE LUMKA
Head of the Human Resource Development Council Secretariat

The 
reconceptualised 

HRDS-SA and 
the MSP are not 

government-only 
initiatives; they are 
a call to action for 

all stakeholders and 
role-players within 

the HRD space. “ 
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ACRONYMS AND 
ABBREVIATIONS

CHE	 Council on Higher Education 

DBE 	 Department of Basic Education

DEL	� Department of Employment 
and Labour 

DHET 	� Department of Higher Education 
and Training

DoH	 Department of Health

DPSA	� Department of Public Service 
and Administration 

DSD	� Department of Social 
Development

dtic	� Department of Trade, Industry and 
Competition

ECD	 Early childhood development

EDF	� Entrepreneurship Development 
Forum 

ELP	 Early learning programme 

ERRP	� Economic Recovery and 
Reconstruction Plan

ETDP SETA	� Education, Training and 
Development Practices Sector 
Education and Training Authority

HRD	 Human resource development

HRDC 	� Human Resource Development 
Council

HRDS-SA	� Human Resource Development 
Strategy of South Africa: 2025–
2035 

HSRC	� Human Sciences Research Council

IDP	 Integrated development plan

LMI	 Labour Market Intelligence 

MSP	� Master Skills Plan for South  
Africa: 2025–2030

MTSF	� Medium-Term Strategic Framework 

NEET	� Not in employment, education, 
or training 

NIECDP	� National Integrated Early 
Childhood Development Policy

NPMN	� National Pathway Management 
Network

NDP 	 National Development Plan 

NSA	 National Skills Authority

NSDP	� National Skills Development 
Plan 2030

NSF	 National Skills Fund

NSFAS	� National Student Financial 
Aid Scheme 

NYDA	� National Youth Development 
Agency

NYS	 National Youth Service 

OIHD	 Occupations in high demand 

PED	 Provincial education department

PMU	 Project Management Unit 

PSET 	� Post-school education and training

PYEI	� Presidential Youth Employment 
Intervention

QCTO	� Quality Council for Trades 
and Occupations

SETA 	� Sector Education and 
Training Authority

SSP	 Sector skills plan

TVET 	� Technical and vocational education 
and training 

UN SDGs	� United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals

WBL	 Work-based learning

WSP	 Workplace skills plan

YEF	 Youth Employment Forum 

YES	 Youth Employment Service
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BACKGROUND 
AND CONTEXT01
On 7 September 2022, the Inter-Ministerial Committee on Skills 
requested that the Department of Higher Education and Training 
(DHET) develop a countrywide Master Skills Plan (MSP) for the period 
2025–2030. The paradox of skills shortages in tandem with high 
unemployment warranted a plan that focuses on developing priority 
skills for the South African economy. 

The MSP, which is outlined in this report, is essentially the implementation 
plan of the Reconceptualised Human Resource Development Strategy 
of South Africa: 2025–2035 (HRDS-SA). It aligns with the National 
Development Plan 2030, the revised Medium-Term Strategic Framework: 
2019–2024, the National Skills Development Plan 2030, and the Economic 
Reconstruction and Recovery Plan Skills Strategy. At a wider level, there is 
harmonisation with the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals 
(UN SDGs), the Southern African Development Community’s Regional 
Indicative Strategic Development Plan 2020–2030, and the African Union’s 
Continental Education Strategy for Africa 2016–2025.

The MSP consolidates the core elements of existing strategies and plans, 
and offers strategic direction for the development of future provincial 
skills development plans, municipal integrated development plans (IDPs), 
economic master plans, local economic development plans, sector skills 
plans (SSPs), basic education plans, post-school education and training 
(PSET) plans, and employer workplace skills plans (WSPs). Collectively, 
these plans address the human resource development (HRD) challenges 
facing the country. The MSP galvanises the state, employers, workers and 
civil society (social partners) towards the same aim. 

The current skills planning system needs better alignment, coordination 
and implementation regarding institutional arrangements, programmes 
and resourcing. As early as 2013, the Human Resource Development 
Council (HRDC) drew attention to the duplication of efforts in the skills 

The MSP galvanises 
the state, employers, 

workers and civil 
society (social 

partners) towards 
the same aim.”
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01system and indicated that it has “resulted in overlaps, 
double-dipping, spreading resources thinly and an absence 
of effective monitoring to enable what works and what does 
not work”. Fragmentation of skills provisioning, especially in 
the public sector, is a key problem.1

In his 2019 State of the Nation Address, President Cyril 
Ramaphosa identified the “pattern of operating in silos” as a 
concern in government, because it leads to the sub-optimal 
delivery of services and diminished impact on the triple 
challenge of poverty, inequality and employment.2

Similarly, a Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) 
report stated that skills development in South Africa 
is not promoted as an integral part of broader social 
and economic policies, and that alignment and policy 
coherence difficulties prevail. The report maintains that 
the recumbency of regulatory institutions, over-regulation 
and bureaucratisation of the system may impede, rather 
than facilitate, skills delivery. It concludes that “institutional 
sprawl has led to implementation crawl”. 3

Given the myriad skills planning institutional arrangements, 
the report recommends that we “consolidate and rationalise 
this system and centralise the planning of HRD at a level 
where it can ensure policy and implementation alignment 
across government departments.” Skills development 
straddles all activities. Therefore, coherence, coordination 
and shared responsibility are indispensable.4 

1	 Human Resources Development Council (2013). Review of the Skills System in 
South Africa. HRDC: Pretoria.

2	 President Cyril Ramaphosa (2019). State of the Nation Address. South 
African Government. Available at: https://www.gov.za/news/speeches/
president-cyril-ramaphosa-state-nation-address-2019-20-jun-2019 

3	 Reddy, V., Wildschut, A., Luescher, T. M., Petersen, I., & Rust, J. (2017). Skills 
Development Legislation as a Lever of Change to Reduce Poverty, Inequality 
and Unemployment. Human Sciences Research Council: Pretoria, South 
Africa. 

4	 Ibid. 

Fragmentation of 
skills provisioning, 

especially in the 
public sector, is a 

key problem.”

https://www.gov.za/news/speeches/president-cyril-ramaphosa-state-nation-address-2019-20-jun-2019
https://www.gov.za/news/speeches/president-cyril-ramaphosa-state-nation-address-2019-20-jun-2019
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TRIPLE CHALLENGE02
South Africa’s ‘Achilles heel’ is persistently high unemployment, poverty 
and income inequality—a condition exacerbated by the COVID-19 
pandemic. The official unemployment rate stands at 31.9%, while 
expanded unemployment, which includes discouraged workers, is 41.2%.5 
One in five persons lives in poverty,6 and the national Gini coefficient is 
0.63.7 These problems exert tremendous pressure on the social welfare, 
public healthcare, and education and training systems. 

5	 Maluleke, R. (2023). Quarterly Labour Force Survey Q3:2023. Statistics South Africa.
6	 Mlaba, K. (2020). 1 in 5 South Africans are living in extreme poverty: UN report. Global Citizen. 

Available at: https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/1-in-5-south-africans-living-extreme-
poverty-un/ 

7	 Statistica. Available at www.statistica.com 

POOR ECONOMIC GROWTH

Unemployment

Official Unemployment Expanded Unemployment

31.9% 41.2%

Inequality

0.63
Gini coefficient

Poverty

1 in 5
persons

POOR  
SOCIO-ECONOMIC 

OUTCOMES

https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/1-in-5-south-africans-living-extreme-poverty-un/
https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/1-in-5-south-africans-living-extreme-poverty-un/
http://www.statistica.com
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POLICY MANDATE 03
The policy mandate for the MSP is driven by both broad and specific 
pronouncements reflected in several policy documents. For instance, the 
National Development Plan 2030 states that we should improve systems 
for skills planning and shape the production of skills, while the White 
Paper for Post-School Education and Training (2012) asserts that better 
inter-governmental coordination will be required to support policy 
alignment and implementation in a differentiated system. The National 
Plan for Post-School Education and Training: 2021–2030 (2021) calls for the 
establishment of clear and streamlined roles and responsibilities of key 
stakeholders and role-players involved in education and training. More 
specifically, the revised Medium-Term Strategic Framework: 2019–2024 
(2019) commits the government to adopt demand-led skills planning 
approaches and thus develop a priority skills plan. 
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SKILLS PLANNING 
HIERARCHY04
The MSP brings together the core elements of existing plans that impact skills 
development in the country. These include, but are not limited to, the following:

Education and Training

Department of Basic Education (DBE) Action Plan
National Plan for Post-school Education and Training (NPPSET)

National Skills Development Plan 2030 (NSDP)
Department of Science and Innovation (DSI) Decadal Plan

Innovation and Skills 
Economic Recovery and Reconstruction Plan Skills Strategy (ERRP-SS)

Sector Education and Training Authority (SETA) Sector Skills Plans (SSPs)

Provincial and 
Local Government

Industry

Industry Master Plans
Economic Recovery 
and Reconstruction 

Plan (ERRP)
Private Sector Plans

PUBLIC ENTITIES – STRATEGIC PLANS

NDP

HRDS-SA

MTSF

MSP

	● The National Development Plan (NDP) sets out the long-term vision for the 
country. It provides the programme through which South Africa can advance 
radical socio-economic transformation through development planning. 

	● The revised Medium-Term Strategic Framework (MTSF) is the 
implementation plan for the NDP. 

	● The Human Resource Development Strategy of South Africa: 2025–2035 
(HRDS-SA) magnifies Chapter 9 (improving education, training and 
innovation) of the NDP.

	● The new MSP outlined in this report is the implementation plan of the 
HRDS-SA.

	● The following plans will align with the MSP:
	| Provincial master skills plans and skills chapters of local government IDPs. 
	| Education and training or skills development plans of applicable 

national and provincial government departments. 
	| The Department of Trade, Industry and Competition’s (dtic) industry 

master plans and the Economic Reconstruction and Recovery Plan (ERRP).
	● Strategic plans of public entities.
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MASTER SKILLS 
PLAN 05

The MSP is an all-encompassing response by social partners to ensure 
an adequate human resource pool to meet South Africa’s fledging 
socio-economic needs, and to address the skills supply and demand 
disequilibrium in the labour market. It is also the implementation plan 
of the reconceptualised HRDS-SA, with both plans essentially being two 
sides of the same coin.

THE MSP AIMS TO:

Provide a more holistic, coherent and coordinated 
response to HRD in order to avoid contradictions or 
duplications.

Bring coherence to the skills system by providing a common 
vision for HRD in South Africa.

Clarify institutional arrangements that provide clear 
leadership and responsibility for key skills system elements. 

Pledge political and collective will and commitment, 
including a financial commitment to develop 
human resources.

THE PROPOSED HRDS-SA 
AND MSP RESPOND TO 
TWO KEY PROBLEMS:

The broader socio-economic 
problem of unemployment, 
inequality and poverty (the 
Achilles heel of our society). 

The organisational problem, 
namely, the weak coordination 

and collaboration across 
government structures, including 

with the private sector, the 
possible duplication of services, 

inefficiencies in skills planning and 
delivery across government, and 
the wastage of public resources. 

1

2
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KITE MARKER:

The MSP is a steering mechanism or kite marker that guides the country’s HRD efforts on 
a common trajectory. It provides a basis for seeking solutions to the myriad challenges 
facing education and training in South Africa by multiple stakeholders across the public-
private continuum. The MSP advocates for a limited number of high-level, high-impact 
interventions with ‘domino effects’ for addressing socio-economic challenges and inherent 
organisational problems in the skills system by growing the country’s skills base. 

REINFORCEMENT:

The MSP reinforces existing skills development plans. Public and private entities develop, 
budget and implement their plans, and report to their structures. To ensure alignment 
with the national developmental agenda, stakeholders must consult the HRDS-SA and MSP 
when developing their skills development plans.

DECENTRALISATION:

The MSP is centralised for coordination and decentralised for implementation. It will live 
in every workplace in the country, sector, region, district and municipality, right down to 
individual workplaces. It should guide organisations across the public and private sphere. 

FUNDING:

The MSP is not funded. Stakeholders must incorporate its interventions into their plans, 
re-prioritise and budget accordingly.

OWNERSHIP:

While the HRDC is the MSP’s custodian, coordinator, advocate and evaluator, the MSP 
is owned by all South Africans. The HRDC Standing Committee on Skills Planning is the 
delegated structure to support MSP development and implementation. The public, 
through representatives, will participate in the development process.
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VISION AND 
MISSION 06

VISION

“Educated, skilled and  
capable individuals who  

contribute positively to their 
communities and the nation.”

MISSION

“To create a more coordinated, 
effective and efficient HRD system  

in South Africa that supports 
inclusive economic growth, reduces 
inequality and improves the quality 

of life for all individuals.”
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HUMAN RESOURCE 
DEVELOPMENT 
ECOSYSTEM07

	● HRD refers to all forms of knowledge, education and skills 
acquisition. It often occurs in any interactive human setting. HRD 
can be formal, informal and non-formal, as well as accredited and 
non-accredited. There are short courses, formal qualifications and 
emerging formats, such as online, blended and micro-credentialing. 

	● The scope of coverage includes early childhood development 
(ECD), schooling, community education and training, technical and 
vocational education and training (TVET), higher education and 
training, and workplace skills training. 

	● The HRD ecosystem covers skills supply and demand in the 
labour market. The former comprises ECD centres, homes, non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) and community-based 
organisations, schools and PSET facilities, skills development 
providers, and workplaces. These institutions straddle the public-
private continuum. The latter refers to labour market demand.

	● Statutory bodies, agencies and entities range from quality councils, 
the National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS), the National 
Institute for Humanities and Social Sciences, the National Artisan 
Moderation Body, and professional bodies, such as The Welding 
Institute. Quality councils include the South African Qualifications 
Authority, the Umalusi Council for Quality Assurance in General 
and Further Education and Training, the South African Council 
for Educators, the Council on Higher Education (CHE), the Higher 
Education Quality Committee, the Quality Council for Trades 
and Occupations (QCTO), and the Sector Education and Training 
Authorities (SETAs). 

	● The main demand-side organisations are the social partners – the 
state, employer representative bodies, trade unions and civil society. 

	● The HRD ecosystem includes different economic sectors, 
government tiers, employers from corporates to micro-enterprises, 
individual workplaces, diverse educational institutions and civil 
society organisations.

	● It combines the diverse HRD streams into a coherent whole for 
better coordination, collaboration and implementation. 
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	● The ecosystem enables access to learning for individuals who have completed their studies, have 
not completed their studies or have never attended schooling, regardless of age, gender, race, 
location and socio-economic background.

	● The MSP does not focus solely on skills development for the economy. It is also about developing 
individuals politically, socially and culturally to participate fully in society.

	● The MSP is the key enabler within the ecosystem for improving the lives of millions of people.

THE HRD ECOSYSTEM

The HRD ecosystem is expansive and complex:
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APPROACH08
There are multiple HRD challenges in South Africa, from ECD to tertiary 
education to workforce development in the skills system. These challenges 
stretch across the formal and non-formal education and training spectrum. 
Moreover, there is a disequilibrium between well-resourced private and 
under-resourced public schools.

Some major challenges in the schooling system are inadequate resources 
due to budget cuts, rising enrolments, physical infrastructure shortages, 
large class sizes, inconsistent feeding schemes, transport problems, 
the digital divide and teacher shortages, especially in rural areas and 
within key gateway subjects. Other systemic challenges are institutional 
leadership and management, governance, maladministration, and 
wasteful and irregular expenditure. Additionally, low education quality; 
poor performance in science, technology, engineering and mathematics; 
and high dropout rates affect schooling outcomes.8 The difficulties in the 
PSET sector are similar to those plaguing the schooling system, ranging 
from weak institutional governance to unresponsive curricula to limited 
workplace learning opportunities.9

Therefore, selecting issues for inclusion in the HRDS-SA and in the MSP 
instead of attempting to address every challenge in the national skills 
system was a bit of a challenge. Constituencies accentuate different skills 
development priorities based on their interests, leading to a lengthy 
shopping list of issues. Economic and skills development plans focus on 
issues relevant to their industries and regions. Stakeholders are concerned 
that earlier HRDS-SA and MSP iterations were too widescale, academic and 
cumbersome. The other problem was poor implementation, monitoring 
and evaluation. 

8	 Centre for Development Enterprise (2023). The Silent Crisis: Time to fix South Africa’s schools. 
CDE: Johannesburg.

9	 Department of Higher Education and Training (2021). National Plan for Post-School Education 
and Training: 2021–2030. DHET: Pretoria.

THE POINT OF DEPARTURE 
OF THIS MASTER PLAN IS 

THE FOLLOWING:

BREVITY: The plan is compelling 
and concise. Brevity is more 
challenging than producing a 
lengthy academic treatise that may 
lose its readers. 

PARETO PRINCIPLE: There 
are a myriad of skills development 
challenges. Therefore, the Pareto 
Principle was adopted. It identifies 
20% of ‘big interventions’ that 
translate to 80% of impact. 
The ‘shopping list’ approach is 
thus avoided. 

KEEP IT SHORT AND 
SIMPLE (KISS): The MSP 
is readable, understandable 
and applicable. The message 
must not be lost in the medium, 
hence the KISS method. 

EVIDENCE: The MSP is based on 
factual evidence to inform decision-
making and resource mobilisation.
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The criteria for selecting interventions in the MSP is based on the following questions:
1.	 Is the issue a high national HRD priority and does it need urgent intervention, as per the 

available evidence?
2.	 Will the issue significantly impact improving the country’s human resources? 
3.	 Does the responsible department give adequate attention to the issue?
4.	 Will the issue have a ‘domino effect’ on human resources?
5.	 Does the issue require multi-level coordination?
6.	 Are there coordination challenges or blockages?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Five background 
papers produced

6
FOCUS GROUPS 

State, employer, trade union 
and community groups

40
INTERVIEWS

With key HRD role-players  
and experts

DATA 
COLLECTION

DATA ANALYSIS

BACKGROUND 
PAPERS

DRAFT MSP

PRIORITISATION

STAKEHOLDER 
CONSULTATIONS

FINAL MSP

1  International HRD strategy 
benchmarking study

2  Skills supply and demand 
analysis

3  HRD landscape review 
global and national

4  HRD situational analysis
5  Stakeholder analysis and 

engagement report

CRITERIA
	● Is the issue a high national 

HRD priority and needs 
urgent intervention?

	● Will the issue significantly 
impact improving  the 
country’s human 
resources? 

	● Does the responsible 
public entity give the issue 
adequate attention?

	● Will the issue have a 
domino effect on HRD in 
the country?

	● Does the issue require 
multi-level coordination?
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The research involved understanding the challenges facing the national skills system and identifying 
opportunities for intervention.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Local and international HRD strategies, policies, legislation, academic and conference papers, reports, 
sector and skills plans, and grey literature were reviewed. The aim was to understand the key national 
HRD challenges and what can be done to solve them or to mitigate their impacts. A high-level review 
of previous HRD strategies was initiated to determine what was accomplished over the past 20 years, 
followed by a reflection on the lessons we could learn from our experience. The literature led to the 
production of five background papers that informed the development of the HRDS-SA and MSP. 
These papers (mentioned in the preceding infographic) shaped the thinking on identifying strategic 
issues. The background papers will be available on the HRDC website.

STAKEHOLDER MAPPING

A stakeholder mapping exercise was conducted to identify organisations and experts for consultations.

INTERVIEWS

Semi-structured interviews were carried out with industry and HRD experts in state and non-state 
sectors. The objectives were to pinpoint critical HRD challenges and discuss high-impact interventions 
needed. The findings are contained in a stakeholder analysis and engagement paper, which will be 
available on the HRDC website. 

FOCUS GROUPS

Focus group discussions were held with state, employer, worker and civil society organisations. 
These included the Presidency, the National Treasury, the National Skills Authority (NSA), the 
National Economic Development and Labour Council, several national and provincial department 
representatives, the HRDC, the SETAs, quality councils, employer bodies, trade unions and community 
formations. The findings are contained in a stakeholder analysis and engagement paper, which will be 
available on the HRDC website. 

FURTHER STAKEHOLDER CONSULTATIONS

There were further stakeholder consultations to discuss the draft HRDS-SA and MSP.
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RATIONALE FOR 
CHOOSING GOALS 09

The literature review, interviews and stakeholder consultations identified 
many challenges in the South African education and training (including 
skills) system. Following these undertakings, the goals for the HRDS-SA 
and MSP were identified. As indicated above, criteria were adopted to 
establish priority areas. To this end, the HRDS-SA identified four goals, 
the rationale for which has been provided below. 

 GOAL 1
Improving early learning and schooling 
outcomes

  RATIONALE

There is a global consensus that ECD improves health, wellbeing, and 
economic outcomes for individuals and their communities. It is a powerful 
weapon in our government’s policy arsenal to reduce unemployment, 
poverty and inequality, and give children from low-income backgrounds 
a better footing. However, evidence shows that ECD provision will only 
positively impact children who have access to quality ECD.10

The National Integrated Early Childhood Development Policy (NIECDP)11 
states that ECD is central to the government’s developmental initiatives, 
such as its global commitment to the UN SDGs and the UNESCO Education 
for All goals. The NDP aims to “make ECD a key priority among the 
measures to improve the quality of education and long-term prospects of 
future generations”. It confirms that the country’s development trajectory 
depends on “unlocking the potential human capital inherent within its 
very youngest population”. 

10	 Department of Basic Education (2018). Outline of a human resources development strategy for 
early childhood development based on the National Integrated Early Childhood Development 
Policy. DBE: Pretoria. 

11	 Department of Social Development (2015). National Integrated Early Childhood Development 
Policy. DSD: Pretoria.

There is a global 
consensus that ECD 

improves health,  
wellbeing, and 

economic outcomes 
for individuals and 
their communities.”
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The rationale for ECD inclusion as an urgent national priority is based on the following findings:

12	 Oppenheimer Memorial Trust (2023). Education Research Report. OMT: Johannesburg.
13	 Ashley-Cooper, M., Van Niekerk, L., & Atmore, E. (2019). Early childhood development in South Africa: Inequality and opportunity. In 

Spaull, N. & Jansen, J. D. (eds.), South African Schooling: The Enigma of Inequality. A Study of the Present Situation and Future Possibilities. 
Springer, pp. 87–108.

The Thrive by Five study revealed that one in eighteen children exhibits signs of 
long-term malnutrition, with 0.53% severely stunted.

There are approximately 1.2 million children aged 50 to 59 months. Between 45% 
and 55% are reported to attend some kind of early learning programme (ELP).

Approximately two thirds (800 000) of these children live in households with per 
capita income below the poverty line.

57% of children attending an ELP fail on the Thrive by Five Index on the following 
domains: (1) Gross motor development, (2) fine motor coordination and visual 
motor integration, (3) early numeracy and mathematics, (4) emergent literacy and 
language, and (5) cognition.

A three-year-old in the richest 20% population is twice as likely to attend an ELP as 
the same age in the poorest 20%.

Most poor children (80% of the population) have limited access to quality ECD 
programmes or none at all.

Source: Department of Social Development (DSD) (2015); Department of Basic Education (2018);  
Giese S et. al (2022) Thrive by Five Index Report. Innovation Edge: Cape Town. 

  IMPACT

The majority of South African children enter the schooling system with learning backlogs. They 
progress through school with these learning discrepancies, which puts them at a disadvantage 
throughout life. Significant numbers drop out of the education system or graduate without the requisite 
skills to enter post-school institutions or find decent employment. Therefore, the disadvantage cycle 
is perpetuated across generations.12 Most children enter the schooling system with gaps that should 
be closed quickly, lest they be resigned to lower learning trajectories. Universal access to quality 
ECD is non-negotiable for South Africa. Arguably, it presents the greatest opportunity to reduce 
structural inequality in the country.

The body of evidence shows that quality ECD offsets inequalities and protects “children against the 
effects of poverty, poor nutrition, inadequate health care and lack of education”.13

The research shows that by four to five years, language, mathematics, executive functioning, fine motor 
coordination and visual motor integration predict children’s performance in the foundation phase of 
schooling. Social and emotional development are prognostic of adjustment to school and achievements 
in the primary phase.
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The high rate of return of investing in ECD extends to the 
individual, family, community and nation. These benefits include 
positive education outcomes, better health, less crime, increased 
productivity and earnings in adulthood.14 ECD investments can 
yield a return of 7–10% per annum.15 Others have argued that 
ECD has a triple impact investment case, as it addresses caregivers’ 
childcare needs, provides for child development, and creates 
employment for caregivers and ECD practitioners. 

  IMPROVEMENT

There has been improvement in ECD access in South Africa, 
most notably the increase of five- to six-year-olds enrolled in 
Grade R from 40% in 2001 to over 90% in 2023. Although ECD 
practitioner qualifications have bettered, 50% are not trained 
and qualified at the desired level. Despite progress in teacher–
child ratios, overcrowding is a challenge. An additional 210 000 
ECD practitioners and 200 000 support workers are needed to 
make universal access a reality for the birth-to-four age group.16

  COORDINATION

The NIECDP states that ineffective coordination and monitoring 
impedes ECD provision. Poor organisation duplicates effort and 
raises costs. There are considerable human resource and material 
gaps in ECD delivery. The policy mentions that measures to 
bridge these gaps require inter-departmental decision-making 
in programme development, innovation, policy alignment, 
budgets and prioritisation. 

Accountability is lacking for ECD in all government tiers. 
Although public entities have ECD programmes, alignment is 
limited.17 More should be done to improve collaboration and 
coordination with civil society and corporate groupings.

As a multi-dimensional process, ECD has responsibilities that 
are distributed across government departments: health and 
nutrition (Department of Health [DoH]), stimulation and early 
learning (DBE), social and income support (DSD) and practitioner 
development (DHET). Many public entities in the three spheres 
of government bear responsibility within the broader package 
of ECD services. 

14	 Oppenheimer Memorial Trust (2023). Education Research Report. OMT: Johannesburg.
15	 Heckman, J. J. (2013). Invest in early childhood development: Reduce deficits, 

strengthen the economy. The Heckman Equation.
16	 Department of Basic Education (2021a). ECD Census 2021: Report. DBE: Pretoria.
17	 Department of Social Development (2015). National Integrated Early Childhood 

Development Policy. DSD: Pretoria.

The first five 
years have so 

much to do with 
how the next 
80 turn out.”

Bill Gates
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Improving the employability of youth 
who are not in employment, education, 
or training

  RATIONALE

The NDP states that achieving full employment, decent work 
and sustainable livelihoods is the only way to improve living 
standards and ensure a dignified existence for all South Africans. 
Rising employment, productivity and incomes are the surest 
long-term solution to reducing inequality. The NDP aims to lower 
unemployment to 6% and accomplish an average growth rate of 
5.4% by 2030. These goals hinge critically on the creation of work 
opportunities for the youth.18

Having youth who are not in employment, education, or training 
(NEET) limits the earning potential and prospects of a new 
generation of South Africans, stymies business growth, threatens 
social cohesion and exerts social welfare pressures. South Africa faces 
the prospect of yet another lost generation through the erosion of 
skills and human capital that comes with prolonged unemployment. 
Projections show that, given the current joblessness, demographic 
change will drag the economy as the population ages.19 

Youth aged 15–24 and 25–34 have the highest unemployment 
rates at 58% and 38.3%, respectively. Approximately 3.3 million 
(32.7%) out of 10.2 million young people aged 15–24 were NEET. 
Hence, almost one in three young South Africans in that age group 
are disengaged from the labour market. Around four in every ten 
young female South Africans are NEET. Most NEET youth are from 
poor, grant-dependent households or financially stretched and 
indebted extended families of single low-wage earners. NEET youth 
are generally not in PSET institutions. Some have received post-
schooling but dropped out before graduating, mostly for financial 
reasons. They are unlikely to find jobs because they lack business 
networks or are in remote areas.20

On the positive side, youth employability has the potential to 
be an accelerator of human development in South Africa. If well-
harnessed, the youth’s capabilities, skills, energy, knowledge, 
expertise, and attitudes can positively transform society and shift 
the development frontier.21

18	 National Planning Commission (2010). National Development Plan 2030. NPC: Pretoria.
19	 Human Sciences Research Council (2022). South Africa’s National Human Development 

Report 2022: Harnessing the Employability of South Africa’s Youth. HSRC, United Nations 
Development Programme: Pretoria.

20	 Maluleke, R. (2023). Quarterly Labour Force Survey Q3:2023. Statistics South Africa.
21	 Ibid.

HIGHEST 
UNEMPLOYMENT 

RATES

58%

15–24 YEARS

38.3%

25–34 YEARS
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  IMPACT

Employment is key to harnessing the demographic dividend. 
In the absence of new jobs and ways to match them with 
new workers, the demographic dividend becomes a 
demographic liability: large cohorts of youth without work 
are a loss of human and economic potential. 

Addressing NEET youth is critical for three reasons:22 
	● Generating youth employment is a key accelerator 

and a multiplier for addressing poverty and 
income inequality. 

	● Productively engaging the youth addresses social 
cohesion and mitigates their exposure to social ills.

	● Accelerated youth employment helps to expedite 
aggregate demand and the formation of a formidable 
middle class that lays the foundation for inclusive 
economic growth and development. 

  IMPROVEMENT

The government, the private sector and civil society are 
making concerted efforts to address youth unemployment. 
These include active labour market policies and programmes, 
expanded public works programmes, youth employment 
services, job placement and job creation initiatives, youth 
wage subsidies, social distress relief grants, skills levies, 
NSFAS, corporate student bursary schemes and skills 
programmes. 

The Presidential Youth Employment Intervention (PYEI) is a 
part of the Presidential Employment Stimulus Programme. 
PYEI is a multi-sector action plan that is addressing South 
Africa’s chronic youth unemployment challenge. The PYEI 
has identified several priority interventions to accelerate 
youth pathways into the economy, including the establishment 
of the National Pathway Management Network (NPMN), the 
delivery of agile workforce development, support for youth 
self-employment and enterprise in the township and rural 
economies, the strengthening of workplace experience and 
the National Youth Service (NYS) programme.

22	 Maluleke, R. (2023). Quarterly Labour Force Survey Q3:2023. Statistics South 
Africa.

If you can’t solve the 
problem of getting 

the majority of young 
people into work, 
it may not matter 

what other problems 
you solve.”

Paul Romer, 2018 Nobel Memorial 
Prize in Economics co-laureate, 

speaking to a South African 
audience in November 2020
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Various partners across the government will be responsible for implementing the different components 
of the PYEI. The Department of Employment and Labour (DEL) is responsible for the NPMN, the 
National Youth Development Agency (NYDA) looks after the NYS programme, and the Government 
Technical Advisory Centre and The Jobs Fund manage the PYEI.

Implemented as the Basic Education Employment Initiative across all nine provinces, the PYEI has 
reduced youth unemployment. The initiative has assisted teachers with classroom aides in the basic 
education sector. The PYEI saw more than 320 000 youth securing job opportunities as education 
assistants and general school assistants in approximately 23 000 public schools.23

The Youth Employment Scheme (YES) is a high-impact private sector programme that addresses the 
country’s youth unemployment crisis by empowering businesses to create jobs for South Africa’s 
unemployed youth. YES works with leading businesses in various sectors to provide 12-month quality 
work experiences for unemployed young people to become future managers, skilled professionals 
and entrepreneurs. In return, businesses receive one or two levels up on their Broad-Based Black 
Economic Empowerment scorecard and can integrate the programme into their environmental, social 
and governance strategies. To date, YES has created over 131 000 jobs in the private sector.24

Harambee, a non-profit social enterprise operating in the PYEI space, has successfully addressed youth 
unemployment by providing 3.5 million work-seekers with millions of opportunities, partnering with  
1000 employers and ensuring R17.5 million income.25

  COORDINATION

The private business sector should be far more involved in connecting youth to the world of work. 
The tendency is for businesses to engage when financial incentives are available for youth workplace 
opportunities. The state also tends to focus on large businesses and less on medium and small 
businesses, which comprise the majority. There are many civil society, provincial and local government 
initiatives to upskill youth and get them into employment. Although business involvement is improving 
under tough economic conditions, cooperation between businesses and TVET colleges is an exception 
rather than the rule. There is huge room for better and synchronised coordination of efforts. Decisive 
action and collaboration are critical and urgent.

23	 Department of Basic Education (2021b). Presidential Youth Employment Initiative. Available at: https://www.education.gov.za/
PresidentialYouthEmploymentInitiative.aspx 

24	 Youth Employment Service. Available at: https://www.yes4youth.co.za/ 
25	 Harambee Youth Employment Accelerator (2023). Solving youth unemployment through partnerships.  

Available at: https://www.harambee.co.za/

https://www.education.gov.za/PresidentialYouthEmploymentInitiative.aspx
https://www.education.gov.za/PresidentialYouthEmploymentInitiative.aspx
https://www.yes4youth.co.za/
https://www.harambee.co.za/


31

R
A

T
IO

N
A

L
E

 F
O

R
 C

H
OO


S

IN
G

 GO


A
L

S

09
 GOAL 3

Improving the responsiveness of the 
PSET system to skills demand

  RATIONALE

The NDP states that education, training and innovation 
are central to South Africa’s long-term development. They 
are the core elements in eliminating poverty and reducing 
inequality, and the foundation of an equal society. The NDP 
calls for establishing a national skills planning system to 
conduct labour market research and produce different skill 
scenarios, which should inform training providers.26

The mission of the National Skills Development Plan 2030 
(NSDP) is to improve access to occupations in high demand 
(OIHD) and priority skills aligned to supporting economic 
growth, employment creation and social development, all 
while seeking to address systemic considerations. The NSDP 
aims to increase the PSET system’s responsiveness to skills 
demand by, among others, identifying and increasing the 
production of OIHD, linking education and the workplace, 
improving the level of workforce skills and increasing access 
to occupationally directed programmes.27 In terms of 
Priority 1 of the MTSF (2019–2024), the DTIC is mandated 
to develop a Priority Skills Plan (renamed the Master Skills 
Plan) to support and promote economic growth, and to 
ensure the creation of jobs in South Africa.

The South African labour market is bifurcated by high 
unemployment of unskilled workers and high vacancy rates 
for skilled workers. There is a structural mismatch between 
the skills supply and demand. The discrepancy is intensified 
by skills-biased technological change, with employment 
growth skewed towards jobs with high skills intensities. 
For skills investments to be effective, there should be a 
match between the jobs available (demand) and the skills 
acquired (supply). 

26	 National Planning Commission (2010). National Development Plan 2030. NPC: 
Pretoria.

27	 Department of Higher Education and Training (2019). National Skills 
Development Plan 2030. DHET: Pretoria.

The primary aim of 
determining occupations 

in high demand 
is to improve the 

responsiveness of the 
post-school education 
and training system to 

the needs of the economy 
and to the broader 

developmental objectives 
of the country.”

National Skills Development  
Plan 2030
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The OECD has identified considerable occupational shortages in South Africa for high-skilled 
occupations. The share of shortages across major occupational groups ranges from 38% for skilled 
agricultural workers to 94.2% for managers. The OECD also notes that almost one-third of workers 
are engaged in a field that is different from the one in which they qualified. Underqualification and 
overqualification rates of 28.1% and 24%, respectively, further suggest a high degree of skills mismatch. 
Most higher education graduates (79.1%) are employed in community service programmes and in 
financial and business services. Most TVET graduates (59.2%) are employed in these two sectors. 
Engineering graduates are mainly employed in non-engineering industries.28

  IMPACT

Skills mismatches contribute to labour market inefficiencies, and low productivity and economic 
growth, as is the case in South Africa. Local businesses struggle to find appropriately qualified and 
skilled workers, especially for in-demand occupations. The unfilled vacancies lead to decreased output. 
Individuals with mismatched skills face difficulties finding employment, leading to unemployment or 
underemployment. It results in lost income, reduced consumer spending and increased social welfare 
costs. The economy is struggling to break through the 1% growth rate in gross domestic product. 
Skills mismatches fuel inequality by contributing to wage disparities, with workers who possess in-
demand skills commanding higher wages, while those with outdated or irrelevant skills experience 
stagnant or declining wages. Employers incur higher training costs to bridge the gap between the 
skills that workers possess and those required for specific roles. Skills mismatches hinder innovation 
and productivity growth within industries, as businesses may struggle to adopt new technologies or 
processes due to a lack of skilled workers.

  IMPROVEMENT

There are concerted efforts at a national level to improve the responsiveness of the PSET system to 
meet skills demand in the labour market.

In 2012, the Minister of Higher Education, Science and Innovation initiated the Labour Market 
Intelligence Partnership, the first phase of the Labour Market Intelligence (LMI) research programme. The 
partnership is a major, multi-year research programme that integrates skills planning within government 
strategies and plans to produce a capable workforce towards achieving an inclusive growth path. The 
LMI programme seeks to ensure that skills are not a constraint on economic growth and promotes using 
labour market intelligence for skills provisioning. The second phase of the programme commenced in 
2019 in collaboration with the Development Policy Research Unit at the University of Cape Town.

The LMI programme’s National List of Occupations In High Demand is compiled and reviewed 
every two years to support planning processes in the PSET sector concerning enrolment planning, 
resource allocation, qualification development, and career information and advice. A Skills Gap 
Report is produced to identify ‘top-up’ skills needed in the workforce. The SETAs develop SSPs in 
their designated economic sectors to measure skills supply and demand imbalances. The SSPs provide 
evidence-based understanding of skills and occupations to support economic and social development 

28	 Vandeweyer, M. and Verhagen, A. (2022). Skills Imbalances in the South African Labour Market: Detailed results from the OECD Skills for 
Jobs database. DHET: Pretoria. 
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priorities. Individual employers submit WSPs and annual training reports to activate a skills levy rebate 
annually. The dtic develops industry master plans focusing on skills, while national, provincial and 
local departments develop skills development plans relevant to their mandates. In relation to foreign 
nationals, the Critical Skills List is compiled by the Department of Home Affairs and the DHET for 
updating the Critical Skills Work Visa framework, which guides the processes of issuing work permits, 
revising South Africa’s immigration policies and updating national workforce planning.

  COORDINATION

The NDP directs that “we should improve systems for skill planning and shape the production of 
skills”. At the same time, the White Paper for Post-School Education and Training29 asserts that “better 
intergovernmental coordination will be required to support policy alignment and implementation in 
a differentiated system”. All government departments and entities at national, provincial and local 
levels, as well as the private sector and non-profit organisations, are engaged in some form of human 
resource and skills development for which there is little coordination. In recognising this reality, the 
National Plan for PSET30 calls for the establishment of “clear and streamlined roles and responsibilities 
of key stakeholders and role players involved in education and training”. An analysis of the current skills 
planning regime reveals the lack of coherence and coordination in skills planning and the haziness of 
institutional arrangements concerning skills development. 

 GOAL 4
Improving governance, leadership and management in the 
public sector

  RATIONALE

The NDP31 states that “in a society with deep social and economic divisions, neither social nor 
economic transformation is possible without an effective state. The state provides the institutions and 
infrastructure that enable the economy and society to operate. Its ability to carry out its functions 
profoundly impacts the lives of all South Africans.”

The National Planning Commission cites uneven state capacity, which leads to uneven performance in 
local, provincial and national government. Other problems are tensions in the political-administrative 
interface, leadership instability, procurement irregularities, fraud and corruption, skills deficits, low 
productivity, erosion of accountability, poor organisational design, inappropriate staffing and low 
morale. Capacity and performance weaknesses are most serious in historically disadvantaged areas 
where state intervention is most needed. There is political interference in selecting and managing 
senior staff at the senior level.32

29	 DHET (2012). White Paper for Post-School Education and Training. DHET: Pretoria. 
30	 DHET (2021). National Plan for Post-School Education and Training: 2021–2030. DHET: Pretoria.
31	 National Planning Commission (2010). National Development Plan 2030. NPC: Pretoria.
32	 Ibid.
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Numerous reports show that weak institutional governance is a huge challenge in the education and 
training system. From reports of fraud in schools33 to accounts of divisions in university councils and 
extraordinarily high salaries for university vice chancellors,34 to accusations of TVET colleges being 
‘taken over’ administratively by the Minister of Higher Education and hundreds of vacancies in many 
TVET college councils,35 the crisis of poor institutional governance cannot be ignored. 

  IMPACT

Poor service delivery, poor infrastructure maintenance and procurement irregularities, and inefficient 
state-owned enterprises are a drag on the economy. The result is turbulence within public entities, 
poor morale and low productivity. According to the NDP, the state lacks a clear vision of where the 
next generation of the public will come from and how specialist professional skills will be produced.

The State of the Public Service Report 2021/2236 makes several findings on state capacity and the 
capability of the public service:

The weakening of state capacity and capability over time varies widely, with 
major deficiencies in many departments and specialisations existing side by 
side with pockets of strength and excellence. 

Fiscal consolidation has reduced headcount, and budget cutbacks have eroded 
state capacity and capability. 

Inefficient resource allocation and its conversion into outcomes are a cause and 
manifestation of state capacity and capability challenges.

The growing state capacity crises have slowly shifted to the courts, increasingly 
taking up space to resolve matters. 

South Africa has good policies, but poor implementation makes it difficult to 
deliver on these policies. 

The Judicial Commission of Inquiry into Allegations of State Capture, Corruption and Fraud in the 
Public Sector (otherwise known as the Zondo Commission) showed that state capacity is undermined 
by corruption and deliberate efforts to compromise state machinery. 

33	 Corruption Watch flagged almost 3500 cases of governing bodies involved in abuses – often in cahoots with the principal 
(Daily Maverick, 3 March 2024). 

34	 CHE report on salaries of university vice-chancellors, to be published (2024).
35	 Parliamentary Monitoring Group ( June 2023). Report of meeting of the Higher Education, Science and Innovation Parliamentary 

Portfolio Committee. 
36	 Public Service Commission (2022). State of the Public Service Report 2021/22. PSC: Pretoria.
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  IMPROVEMENT

The highest level of the government realises that the 
public service must be nonpartisan and that government 
departments must be insulated from politics. Public servants 
must be able to continue doing their jobs regardless of any 
changes of ministers, members of the Executive Council, 
or councillors within the governing party in charge of the 
administration, or to changes in political parties after elections.

The National Framework towards the Professionalisation of 
the Public Service37 proposes several far-reaching reforms, 
such as extending the tenure of heads of departments based 
on merit and performance, undertaking occupation-based 
competency assessments, and involving the Public Service 
Commission in the interviews of directors-general and 
deputy directors-general. Introducing integrity tests for all 
shortlisted individuals is also on the cards. The framework 
proposes a rigorous approach to recruitment and selection, 
induction and performance management, with a clear 
professional development path for every public servant.

The revised MTSF for 2019–2024 foregrounds the 
government’s strategic commitment to build a capable, 
ethical and developmental state. To achieve this aim, the 
government must implement professional, meritocratic 
and ethical public administration; improved leadership, 
governance and accountability; ensure a functional, efficient 
and integrated government; mainstream gender; empower 
the youth and individuals living with disabilities; and enhance 
social compact and engagement with key stakeholders. 

  COORDINATION

From an HRD perspective, there needs to be better 
coordination, cooperation and collaboration at all 
government levels, with joint action from the public and 
private supply-side institutions, notably the National 
School of Government. 

37	 National School of Government (2022). National Framework towards the 
Professionalisation of the Public Service. NSG: Pretoria. 

When I was elected to the 
position of President of 
South Africa, I said that 

building an efficient, 
capable and ethical state 

free from corruption 
was among my foremost 

priorities. This means 
that the Public Service 
must be staffed by men 

and women who are 
professional, skilled, 
selfless and honest.”

President Cyril Ramaphosa
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PRIORITY SKILLS10
On 7 September 2022, the Portfolio Committee on Higher Education, 
Science and Innovation stated that the MSP should focus on identifying 
priority skills to take the country forward. 

PRIORITY OCCUPATIONS
The mission of the NSDP 2030 is “to improve access to occupations in 
high demand and priority skills aligned to supporting economic growth, 
employment creation and social development”. The NSDP states that 
required skills are most frequently expressed in ‘occupational’ terms, with 
occupation being the language of the demand side of the labour market.38

The overarching document used to identify priority occupations in 
South Africa is the List of Occupations in High Demand. The 2023 OIHD 
list is based on wage pressure, employment pressure, vacancy pressure, 
strategic demand and stakeholder consultations. It aligns with the reports 
on Skills Supply and Demand in South Africa (2022), Skills Imbalances in the 
South African Labour Market (2022), List of Occupations in High Demand 
(2020), and the Critical Skills List (2022). 

The 2023 OIHD list identifies occupations at a digit level:

38	 Department of Higher Education and Training (2019). National Skills Development Plan 2030. 
DHET: Pretoria.

350
OCCUPATIONS

190
OCCUPATIONS

33
OCCUPATIONS

6-DIGIT 
LEVEL

4-DIGIT 
LEVEL

2-DIGIT 
LEVEL

THE PRIORITY SKILLS ARE 
DIVIDED INTO OCCUPATIONS 
AND SKILLS GAPS (CRITICAL 

AND ‘TOP-UP’ SKILLS):

OCCUPATIONS

These are similar job tasks across 
different work settings, defined  

by an occupational title.  
For example, nurse, teacher, 

plumber, cashier, accountant.

SKILLS GAPS

These are top-up skills, 
such as computer literacy or 

management skills.
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The list divides occupations into six subdivisions, ranging from a major occupation group (the 
broadest level of classification) to an occupation (specialisation and alternative occupation title). 
Due to spatial constraints, we present the 2024 OIHD list’s39 priority occupations at the two-
digit level: 

39	 DHET (2024). South Africa’s National List of Occupations in High Demand. DHET: Pretoria.

CODE SUB-MAJOR OCCUPATION GROUP

2021–11 Chief Executives, Senior Officials and Legislators

2021–12 Administrative and Commercial Managers

2021–13 Production and Specialised Services Managers

2021–14 Hospitality, Retail and Other Services Managers

2021–21 Physical, Mathematical and Engineering Science Professionals

2021–22 Health Professionals

2021–23 Teaching Professionals

2021–24 Business and Administration Professionals

2021–25 Information and Communications Technology Professionals

2021–26 Legal, Social and Cultural Professionals

2021–31 Science and Engineering Associate Professionals

2021–32 Health Associate Professionals

2021–33 Business and Administration Associate Professionals

2021–34 Legal, Social, Cultural and Related Associate Professionals

2021–35 Information and Communications Technicians

2021–41 General and Keyboard Clerks

2021–42 Customer Services Clerks

2021–43 Numerical and Material Recording Clerks

2021–44 Other Clerical Support Workers

2021–51 Personal Service Workers

2021–52 Sales Workers

2021–53 Personal Care Workers

2021–54 Protective Services Workers

2021–61 Market-oriented Skilled Agricultural Workers

2021–64 Building and Related Trades Workers

2021–65 Metal, Machinery and Related Trades Workers

2021–66 Handicraft and Printing Workers

2021–67 Electrical and Electronics Trades Workers

2021–68 Food Processing, Wood Working, Garment and Other Craft and Related Trades Workers

2021–71 Stationary Plant and Machine Operators

2021–73 Drivers and Mobile Plant Operators
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The distribution of occupations in terms of 
occupational levels, per the 2023 OIHD list, is 
as follows: 

MAJOR GROUPS FREQUENCY  

Managers 4

Professionals 10

Technicians 
and Associate 
Professionals

1

Clerical Support 
Workers 4

Service and 
Sales Workers 5

Skilled Agricultural, 
Forestry, Fishery, 
Craft and Related 
Trades Workers

5

Plant and Machine 
Operators and 
Assemblers

2

Elementary 
Occupations 0

Total occupations  
(at the two-digit level) 31

Across all digit levels on the overall list (not 
only the two-digit levels shown above), 32% of 
occupations are in the professional group; 
16%  apiece for service and sales workers, 
and craft and related trade workers; and 13% 
for managers and clerical support workers. 
The high demand for professional and mid-
level occupations indicates skills-biased 
technological change in the labour market.

THE SETAs IDENTIFIED 
THE FOLLOWING NEW AND 
EMERGING OCCUPATIONS:

DATA ANALYSTS/DATA SCIENTISTS

ROBOTICS ENGINEERS

SOFTWARE ENGINEERS/ 
eLEARNING DESIGNERS/CODERS

CYBERSECURITY SPECIALISTS

BEHAVIOURAL ECONOMISTS

USER EXPERIENCE ANALYSTS

CLOUD ARCHITECTS

DRONE PILOTS

CLIMATE CHANGE SCIENTISTS

Source: SETA interviews (2020)
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SKILLS GAPS
The SETA Interview Report of Skills Development 
(2020)40 identified skills gaps based on the 
interview findings of 21 SETAs. The top five skills 
gaps recognised by SETAs across all occupational 
levels (high, middle and low) are the following:

40	 Rasool, H. (2020). SETA Interview Report on Skills 
Development. DHET: Pretoria.

1
MANAGEMENT AND LEADERSHIP

2
INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY

3
TECHNICAL

4
COMMUNICATION

5
CUSTOMER SERVICE

Source: SETA interviews (2020)

The SETAs identified the following new 
and emerging skills gaps:

NEW AND EMERGING SKILLS

MANAGEMENT

Strategy
People management
Conflict management

Diversity
Coaching and mentoring

Leadership
Business intelligence

Business development
Monitoring and evaluation

Coaching

INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY

Big data analytics
Block chain development

Artificial intelligence
Software design

Coding
Drone technology

Cryptocurrency
Business modelling

Social media
Cybersecurity

Cross-tool integration

TECHNICAL

Health and safety
Trade

Renewables

OTHERS

Change
Problem-solving

Robotics
Forensics

Source: SETA interviews (2020)
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MONITORING AND 
EVALUATION 12
The monitoring and evaluating of the MSP will be undertaken by the HRDC 
and will be crucial in ensuring its effectiveness and success. Additionally, 
evaluation processes will involve assessing the extent to which the targets set 
in the plan have been achieved, and identifying any challenges or barriers 
that may have hindered progress. Through comprehensive monitoring and 
evaluation, decision-makers will be equipped with valuable insights to 
inform future strategies, and ensure the MSP’s success in enhancing skills 
development and fostering economic growth in South Africa.

Organisations that are responsible for the interventions will ensure 
that targets are met. They will report through the lead implementer to 
the HRDC as part of the monitoring process. The HRDC secretariat will 
develop indicator descriptors to ensure consistency in reporting over the 
next five years. The evaluation of the MSP will be conducted in Year 5 of 
the plan. All progress reports and presentations will be published on the 
HRDC website. 
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