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v

Information and Communication Technologies (ICT), 
particularly the use of computers and the Internet, are enabling 
technologies that are critical to human, social and economic 
development and in creating access to lifelong learning. ICT 
thus plays a key role in education and skills development.

The role of ICT is particularly important in the development of 
the knowledge and information society. It is the critical means 
by which both basic and applied knowledge is generated 
and is the prime reason for the current exponential growth. 
It is estimated that more new information has been produced 
within the last three decades than in the last five millennia. 
Clearly, all facets of society are becoming knowledge 

dependent. More and more jobs emerge and require an array of higher-order cognitive 
and social skills. These include problem solving skills, flexibility, agility, resourcefulness, 
collaboration and teamwork, knowing how to learn and entrepreneurship. Without the 
ability to find the essential knowledge and acquire the essential skills for a constantly 
changing world, people will be disadvantaged and excluded. Using ICT is not only 
important for positive economic and social change, but can be a means by which 
inequalities could be countered. The unequal access to the networks of knowledge and 
information, as well as inconsistencies in developing the necessary competencies and 
skills to function in a computerised world, have the negative consequences of reinforcing 
inequity. Consequently, the importance of engaging the access prerogative of ICT is 
indispensable to government in ensuring that equity is established. The importance of 
ICT skills to the economic, social and political trajectory of South Africa in a globalised 
context cannot, therefore, be over-emphasised.

Poverty and unemployment in South Africa are often associated with the lack of skills in 
the economy. It is estimated that there is likely to be a potential shortfall of between one 
and a half and two million suitably skilled people over the next ten years. This shortage 
is likely to affect successful delivery of the Accelerated and Shared Growth Initiative for 
South Africa (ASGISA). The lack of skills identified in the ICT field, in particular, threatens 
to derail some of the ASGISA interventions. In the context, ICT skills development at all 
levels has become imperative. There is a need for focused and relevant interventions to 
develop the technical and vocational skills needed in both the public and private sectors.

This research monograph contributes towards our understanding of the supply of 
immediate level ICT skills and explores demand considerations. Through a study of 
selected training providers, it examines the potential of private provision of ICT in 
contributing to government’s national development objectives. Clearly, the potential 
for private initiatives to respond to government’s programmes is welcome. It reinforces 
the notion of public-private partnerships that are critical to our development trajectory. 
South Africa’s human resource capacity cannot be left solely to the government. In the 
ICT sector, there is the potential to ensure that a renewed enthusiasm for partnerships is 
strengthened. 

foreword
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In South Africa, both the government and the private sector have articulated the 
significance of information and communication technology (ICT) as a national 
development priority. Numerous initiatives have been mooted to ensure that the country 
stays abreast of cutting-edge developments in the ICT sector to respond to critical socio-
economic imperatives. In this regard, ICT is considered important as a job-creation 
mechanism. Not only is it vital to ensuring that the country responds meaningfully to 
international economic pressures, but it is able to provide the basis for socio-economic 
development to complement achievements on the political front. The value of the 
provision of ICT skills to the economic, social and political trajectory of South Africa in a 
globalised context cannot be overestimated – it is crucial to development.

Our research project investigated the supply of intermediate-level ICT skills in selected 
labour market contexts. Principally, it aimed to understand key areas of intermediate ICT 
training in the country and to examine the human resource capacity or shortcomings in 
this respect.

Differing notions are evident as to what constitutes skilling at the intermediate level. 
While the term ‘end-user’ captures the particular level to which we refer in some 
contexts, the term ‘entry-level computing’ is also used in other contexts. The terms ‘core’ 
and ‘non-core’ ICT work employed in this study best distinguish the particular intellectual 
and employment level with which the work is concerned.

A review of the research into private provision of ICT skills at the intermediate level 
reveals a sector that is in a state of constant flux. The trend of rapid change in the sector 
is reflected in the way in which the sector responds to the incessant training demand. 
While the sector resembles features consistent with those of the general, private further 
education and training (FET) sector in South Africa (Akoojee 2005), there are notable 
differences.

The typology developed in this report provides a basis for understanding the considerable 
diversity in training provision in the sector. In particular, this typology of the private ICT 
training sector recognises the extent of ICT specialism, the predominant client focus, the 
ownership types and the locational features. In so doing, the broad categories of training 
provision are identified. 

Provision in the sector is not focused on a particular skills level, suggesting that most ICT 
provision does not target the intermediate level of provision. Most specialist ICT providers 
(those dedicated to the teaching and learning of ICT) provide ICT training at all levels 
(end-user, intermediate and advanced) or ICT training together with other ‘soft skills’, 
such as human resources and business and entrepreneurship studies. 

Most specialist ICT providers (those exclusively providing ICT courses) respond to 
the needs of the corporate sector. This sector represents the lucrative part of the ICT 
training market. Specialist providers are less concerned about sustainability issues than 
are their counterparts who target ‘walk-in’ clients (the general public). Providers who 
target courses for the general public need to diversify their offerings in order to ensure 
sustainability. 

Types of provision include short-term, full-time and part-time provision. Most training 
conducted for corporates takes the form of what we have called ‘short-term training’ 
(i.e. training for a period of 1–7 days). This is to be distinguished from full-time training 

executive summary
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during office hours for full qualifications and part-time, after-hours and weekend 
interactions. These forms of provision are associated with distinct client types, with ‘out-
of-school youth’ (a category referring to the unemployed post-school youth population) 
being the target market for full-time provision. 

Of special note is the rapidity of change in the sector. Keeping up with changing software 
and hardware trends requires partnerships with specialised assessment and curriculum-
development service providers. Thus, curriculum is developed and assessed elsewhere; 
providers of ICT training are simply the medium through which material becomes 
available to clients.

The cross-national nature of the sector is particularly significant. Since most hardware 
and software is ‘owned’ by multinational corporate enterprises, the ability of national 
providers to develop training programmes independently is limited. In some instances, 
training manuals and training are ‘sold’ together with the hardware, leaving local 
providers with the task of providing the human resources and instructional space for 
training. 

Contrary to expectation, most training is conducted by means of face-to-face instruction. 
The notion of blended learning exists, but is less popular with both learners and those 
who source the training. 

Quality is regulated by the industry. Numerous assessment centres exist to guard the 
legitimacy of qualifications. As self-contained ‘businesses’, assessment companies have 
a vested interest in ensuring that acceptable standards prevail with regard to particular 
qualifications. This places special challenges on the ability of national authorities to 
regulate the sector and bring it in line with national legislation. Careful attention needs to 
be paid to who should be regulated and how this should take place to ensure minimal 
upheaval in the sector. It might be feasible to engage current assessment organisations to 
ensure that qualifications are in line with national criteria. The reality is that international 
recognition is most important for learners. Three challenges – regulation, sustainability 
and quality – remain  in the ICT training sector, as they do in the entire private education 
and training sector.

Key demand-side considerations

• There was high demand for ICT end-user skills in the trade and financial sectors at 
the time that this research was conducted.

• While the current demand for end-user skills was being satisfied, it is likely that 
there will be a future need for business-orientated ICT qualifications, including call-
centre operation and management, tele-work, networking and business process re-
engineering, as a result of future offshore outsourcing by global firms. 

• If the financial services industry continues to lead the way in the ‘offshoring’ of call 
centres, South Africa can serve as the financial and business hub of the continent, 
with associated potential intermediate ICT skills demands.

• There are many general and entry-level ICT skills in the market, but these were 
perceived to be inconsistent with those required by the market. 

• An increase in the number of black ICT end-users has been associated with a 
decline in white end-users over the period 1994–2003. It is necessary to give 
attention to training and development according to the racial and gender mix 
required by the new ICT Charter.
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Key supply-side considerations

• The predominantly urban ‘for-profit’ presence of most ICT providers (85 per cent) in 
the major metropoles of Gauteng, KwaZulu-Natal and the Western Cape is consistent 
with the nature of the ICT economic activity in each of these metropoles. More than 
88 per cent of providers surveyed were established during the period 1990–2004. 

• Most providers (87.9 per cent) catered for the corporate sector, while a little over 
one-third (39 per cent) indicated that they responded to the needs of the general 
public (walk-in clients or pre-employed school-leavers).

• In general, institution-based providers respond to the needs of the general public, 
especially the out-of-school youth, while consultancy-type providers cater almost 
exclusively for the needs of the corporate client. The former also supplement their 
income by way of arrangements with (corporate client) consultants, to optimise the 
use of resources after hours.

• The tendency to customise courses for client-specific needs was a particularly 
powerful one for corporate clients. About two-thirds (67.7 per cent) of courses were 
customised. Notions of customisation were based on tacking on a client-specific 
module to the generic programme. 

• There is little room for quality lapses in the sector, especially for those corporate 
providers and others who accept payment in instalments, as they have an interest 
in ensuring that students remain engaged. Success in internally conducted and 
externally assessed and accredited examinations was considered to be a particularly 
powerful means for determining quality. However, the high number of courses that 
provide only certificates of attendance is a concern.

• The absence of clearly defined entry requirements for entry-level courses suggested 
a novel interpretation of recognition of prior learning (RPL). Learners were able 
to slot into an appropriately relevant course that took prior skills levels into 
consideration. 

• Costs tended to be exclusionary, but providers targeting less-advantaged clients 
accommodated lower fee structures through creative fee payment plans. This aspect 
served as an additional quality check. If students were unable to cope with the level 
of the course for which they were registered, they ‘voted with their feet’. 

• The flexible delivery mode in the sector meant that training could be conducted 
over ‘short-term’ periods in distant locations, with support provided electronically, if 
and when necessary.

executive summary
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1

Introduction
In South Africa, the significance of information and communication technology (ICT) as 
a means by which national development is to be realised has been articulated clearly 
by both the government and the private sector. The importance of the provision of ICT 
skills to economic, social and political development in a globalised context cannot be 
overestimated. This is especially so with South African political liberation appearing to 
coincide with technological developments that saw an ICT-enabled economy emerging. 
Since the early 1990s, the latter development has been associated with, inter alia, the 
internationalisation of production and exchange, the ongoing integration of global 
financial markets, the progressive deregulation of internal markets for goods, services and 
capital flows, and arguably the declining autonomy of national economies (IES 2002). 

Clearly, ICT has taken on a particularly crucial role for the overall national development 
trajectory in both developed and developing nations. In South Africa, ICT is being applied 
to the production of goods and services across almost all economic sectors, although 
with varying intensity. This has focused particular attention on patterns of demand and 
provision of skills in this sector.

Castells (2001: 2) has alerted us to the era of a ‘new economy’, whose ‘organisational 
form and source of value and competition are increasingly based on informational 
technology’. This awareness provides new ways of understanding the role of information 
technology in the development trajectory of national economies. It suggests that it is 
necessary and possible to engage very differently in a world order characterised by 
connectivity, with a resulting knowledge and information explosion. Whether ICT skills 
are considered to be a panacea for the evils of development or simply necessary in order 
to keep up with and respond to the global economy, the significance of the medium to 
the national economy cannot be ignored. 

It is self-evident that the presence of ICT is not a sufficient condition for its own 
exploitation. The appropriate combination of ICT and critical human resources to leverage 
the potential advantage of the technologies needs to be addressed. For this reason, 
the necessity of human capital in the ICT sector has become a key policy issue for the 
achievement of innovation and economic growth (OECD 2002). This makes it necessary 
to identify the skills currently available in the sector and to establish whether these are 
in keeping with the requirements of the labour market, which suggests the necessity of 
undertaking an assessment of current training forms.

The aim of the research project was to investigate this demand and supply imperative 
in South Africa. It sought to assess the nature of the demand for intermediate ICT skills 
in the South African labour market and to assess the supply by private providers of 
education and training. In this regard, the aims that underpinned this study included an 
evaluation of the labour market demand for ICT skills at the intermediate level and an 
assessment of the supply of the necessary skills by private providers. 

This monograph is structured in the following manner. Chapter 2 identifies salient issues 
in the literature. Chapter 3 explores some definitional categories pertinent to the area 
of intermediate ICT skilling, both nationally and internationally. Chapter 4 identifies 
some methodological features of the research. Chapters 5 and 6 report on the findings 
of this research, with the former analysing demand-side considerations, while the latter 

chapter 1
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reports on private supply imperatives. Although there are separate chapters dealing with 
demand and supply considerations, this does not suggest that the areas are necessarily 
disparate; rather, it reflects on the very different areas of study and the various associated 
methodologies employed. 
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3

ICT skilling: an overview of 
international and national 
considerations
This chapter reviews pertinent literature on ICT skilling. The first section identifies 
international concerns, and is followed by a consideration of salient issues in the national 
literature. 

The international context of ICT skilling 

In 1964, the development by IBM of a computing system set in place a series of further 
developments that saw the emergence of a billion-dollar ICT industry. Forty years later, 
no industry has ever grown as fast (Gantz 2004). We are entering an era of convergence, 
where computing gets more mobile and personal, with the likelihood that the numbers of 
end-users are increasing. This is especially important since end-user aspects of enterprise 
applications already form part of most industries and businesses, and have become 
integral to office productivity (Conradie, Miller, Esselaar & Goldstuck 2003). Internet 
messaging, voice communications and file sharing will increase, with the result that new 
skills, vendor support and business processes will have to keep up to accommodate the 
increasing traffic. Clearly, while technologies will make increased traffic possible, it is 
business need that drives the increased use of particular technologies. Thus, in this sector, 
fundamental business imperatives are the likely drivers of skills needs. Evidence suggests 
that the network services market (maintenance, installations, support and consulting) is 
growing, which generates increasing demand for ‘support’ skills (Blume 2004). 

One example of the increasing use of technology is in the arena of business process 
outsourcing (BPO). Considered to be a key area characteristic of ‘end-user computing’, 
it has become particularly significant for a global economy that requires services to be 
delivered from one end of the globe to the other. For instance, in a ‘call-centre context’, 
it is not unusual to be speaking to a call centre consultant located in South Africa for a 
service delivered in the UK, or for requests for placement of temporary nursing assistants, 
or airline-related queries, being handled by a call centre in India, with calls coming from 
many different countries. This kind of end-user computing has assumed considerable 
importance in the new global ICT-dominated economy, and South Africa’s need to 
respond to this demand is quite evident. 

The capacity of the South African education and training system to produce sufficient 
intermediate-level ICT workers is constrained by some systemic factors. The South 
African schooling system, for instance, provides a low level of opportunity to access ICT 
skills – only about 14 per cent of public schools have access to computers for teaching 
and learning. The limited number of high-level ICT skills produced by universities 
compounds this problem. Currently, barely half of South African high-level ICT workers 
have pre-university qualifications. This suggests that considerable numbers of workers 
directly involved in ICT work and in ICT-enabling sectors including banking, insurance, 
services and retail need to be upskilled. This means that private training institutions are a 
significant avenue for the provision of ICT skills for those not able to be accommodated 
at post-school public institutions.

chapter 2
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The lack of skills and the potential for skilling suggests some serious deficiencies in 
supply dynamics. It has been estimated, for instance, that of about 826 000 youths in 
search of jobs in South Africa, only 307 107 succeed in obtaining employment (Kraak 
2004). Therefore, serious attempts need to be made to enable ICT upskilling to allow 
labour market participation by those who are outside of it. The lack of effective 
placement constrains an already inadequate labour market context, which only caters 
marginally for an out-of-school populace. The potential of intermediate-level ICT skills as 
a means of enabling greater employment participation is considered to be significant. 

The importance of the private sector in providing intermediate and high-level ICT skills 
to enable the country to respond to the global ICT challenge cannot be ignored. In 2001, 
for instance, more than 75 per cent of all people who acquired ICT-related qualifications 
at the post-school, pre-higher education level obtained them from private institutions 
(Moleke, Paterson & Roodt 2003). These providers offered courses that spanned a 
wide range of levels from entry to advanced. They also offered a significant variety of 
programmes, with the timescale, content and quality of private ICT training amongst 
them varying considerably. In the light of the critical role accorded to ICT skills in the 
national development trajectory, the contribution of private providers in the ICT arena is 
particularly important. 

Recently, public providers have begun to offer intermediate-level ICT programmes. FET 
colleges offer computer-based training courses for end-users, outside of the officially 
recognised and conventional national technical education (NATED) curricula, as part of 
training for the six broad vocational fields.1 Computing has been offered as a component 
of regular business programmes already in place in the official curriculum, but it is tacked 
on as a subsidiary element. Clearly, much more needs to be done, especially by public 
providers, to meet the overall intermediate-level ICT skills needs of the economy. 

In undertaking this study, the researchers were cautious not to appropriate what has 
been considered a ‘neo-liberal paradigm’, which is understood as a means to engender 
confidence in the power of commercial markets to both create ‘equal’ choices and 
distribute life chances fairly (Apple 2000; Burbules & Torres 2000; Went 2000; Torres 
2002; Giroux 2003). It is, therefore, not informed by the assumption that private education 
is ‘any more efficient, effective, productive and responsive, and because of its less 
bureaucratic nature, better at adapting more flexibly to transformations occurring in the 
modern world’ (Torres 2002: 369). However, in the light of limited evidence, there is a 
need to examine the role that the sector is playing and can play in responding to key 
developmental challenges. 

Growth of intermediate-level ICT providers

In 1995, South Africa spent about R9 billion on IT facilities (computer hardware, 
telecommunications equipment and software) and R2.2 billion on professional services 
in addition to internal spending on IT staff. The stock of computers stood at roughly 
150 mainframes, 10 500 mid-range computers and 1.1 million PCs. It is further estimated 
that there were 25 000 IT professionals in the country, 420 000 Internet users and 88 000 
Internet host computers (Hodge & Miller 1997).

1 These are: art and music, business studies, educare/social services, engineering, general education and utility 
industries (Powell & Hall 2004).
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The packaged software industry

The packaged software industry consists of systems software (operating systems, network 
software and application development tools) and packaged application software. In 1995, 
the systems software and packaged application software markets in South Africa each 
recorded sales of just over R1.1 billion. The South African systems software market is 
completely dominated by imported products, predominantly from the USA. In packaged 
application development, South African firms have only 10 per cent of the market, with 
sales of R110 million in 1995. South African software developers have been unable to 
penetrate the mainstream software market (such as spreadsheet and word processing) 
completely dominated by the big US firms like Microsoft, Corel and Lotus, which are 
capable of higher R&D expenditures, can spread costs over a larger market and have 
established the international standards (Hodge and Miller 1997). 

By 1995, South Africa’s engagement on the Internet was growing as rapidly as anywhere 
in the world, and the country was estimated to be fourteenth in worldwide Internet 
connectivity. Many Internet service providers (ISPs) had sprung up, offering high-speed, 
leased-line connectivity, as well as a range of specialised services. The ISPs also serviced 
a rapidly growing number of private dial-up users, conservatively estimated at 50 000 
(Hodge & Miller 1997). 

Internet penetration in 2004 (compared with 2003) continued to plateau, with penetration 
increasing by only 6 per cent to an estimated 1.1 million dial-up subscribers (Business 
Day 3.12.04). The fairly short time spent online relative to countries with similar 
penetration was attributed to relatively high Internet access charges, even before the 
dramatic Telkom increases in 2002 and 2003. Of the total basket of costs that a consumer 
pays for Internet access, around 78 per cent go directly to Telkom in the form of dial-
up access call charges. This figure increases to 84 per cent when line rental is included 
(Gillwald & Esselaar 2004). The effective doubling of the local-call price by Telkom 
since privatisation has had a huge impact on the cost of Internet services, and evidence 
suggests that as long as dial-up costs remain this high, Internet penetration will be 
stunted. More recently, the introduction of wireless broadband has enabled increased 
activity for the corporate-user group.

National development and intermediate-level ICT skilling 

The ICT sector is a key component of the Accelerated and Shared Growth Initiative of 
South Africa (AsgiSA), whose primary aims are to achieve 6 per cent economic growth 
for South Africa and to halve unemployment by 2014. As noted above, the advent of 
globalisation means that the ICT sector takes on increasing importance, particularly in 
terms of ICT skills and, thereby, the ability to compete internationally. One of the primary 
impacts of apartheid has been felt in education, where there are still high levels of 
inequality and a substantial backlog in key skills such as mathematics and science. This is 
particularly concerning in the light of the current problems in providing employment, and 
in an international context where South Africa will have great difficulty competing head-
on in terms of cheap unskilled labour supply with India and China. Therefore, South 
Africa must look at alternative mechanisms for employment creation that do not rely on 
unskilled labour. This means that one of the potential areas for employment creation lies 
in the ICT sector. 
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    Thus, the importance of ICT to South Africa’s growth has been an unsurprisingly 
consistent feature of the Mbeki government. In his State of the Nation address on 9 
February 2001, President Mbeki linked the need to increase South Africa’s competitiveness 
to the development of ICT. This resulted in the formation of two advisory bodies – the 
Presidential National Commission on Information Society and Development, comprising 
representatives of our country’s public and private sectors, and the Presidential 
International Task Force on Information Society and Development, comprising CEOs from 
major international corporations and experts active in the field of ICT (Mbeki 2001). The 
establishment of these advisory bodies not only provides an indication of the importance 
that has been accorded to ICT in South Africa’s national development, but also places 
practical emphasis on the role of ICT in the development of the country. In an address to 
the National Assembly two years later, the president reinforced the positive role of such 
interest groups in national development:

both the International Advisory Council on Information Society and 
Development and the International Investment Council suggested that in 
addition to their general advisory tasks, they would like to participate more 
specifically in contributing to our country’s development programmes. (Mbeki 
2003) 

The need for relevant and appropriate skills to be developed in the light of historical 
deficits, coupled with the current inability of the South African economy to create 
sufficient employment (McCord & Bhorat 2003; Everatt 2003), provides the basis for 
seeking new niche markets through which to respond to the global ICT economy. 

In particular, the role of skills in enhancing employment creation has been emphasised: 

The majority of the unemployed are young. It is increasingly difficult for young 
people to find work – partly because there are not enough jobs, and partly 
because the young do not have the skills that are in demand in the labour 
market…Currently too few young people are given opportunities to improve 
their skills in areas that will enhance their employability. (Mbeki 2003) 

Consequently, it is important to ask what role ICT training is likely to play in meeting 
these employment needs. 

There are encouraging signs of growth in South Africa’s ICT sector, despite events 
reflecting its volatility. Recent activity has been energised by growing investor confidence 
after the downturn in what was arguably an imagined, rather than real, Y2K challenge. 
Financial markets have also been affected by the ‘dot.com’ crash and associated 
development towards the close of the twentieth century, coupled with the effects of a 
global economic slowdown. 

Attention to ICT skills holds the promise of advancing South Africa’s developmental 
agenda, thereby positively contributing to African developmental objectives. In this regard, 
South Africa’s strong infrastructure and relatively high international profile as an African 
IT manufacturing and export hub for both European and Asian markets (BMI 2005) is an 
advantage. South Africa has the potential to serve as a conduit for ICT’s role in assisting 
regional African development objectives. There are already some promising advances in 
South Africa in the area of IT software development, with the promotion of science parks 
(called ‘innovation hubs’) in Gauteng and the Western Cape (Mail & Guardian 26.08.05). 
It is for this reason that the ICT sector has been ranked amongst the top five sectors in 
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terms of its contribution to the GDP of the country (ICT Empowerment Charter Working 
Group 2004).

One of the advantages of globalisation for less developed nations is the opportunity 
provided for offshore sourcing. In this respect, South Africa has emerged as one of the 
destinations favoured by global firms for offshoring, offering several advantages over 
many other countries, including the time zone, language proficiency and skills base, not 
to mention the considerable cost savings over northern hemisphere economies (Healing 
2004). The financial services industry will continue to lead the way in the offshoring 
of call centres, and South Africa has the potential to serve as its African financial and 
business hub. Currently, the finance industry accounts for the largest portion of ICT spend 
in South Africa (BMI 2004). Nevertheless, it should be mentioned that growth in this 
sector is constrained by the high costs of facilities, particularly Telkom’s (see, for example, 
Gillwald & Esselaar 2004). 

The strategy of using ICT to boost job creation and growth has been mentioned as an 
area for specific consideration. The Growth and Development Summit, a tripartite job-
creation agreement between business, the government and trade unions, mentions ‘call 
centre and back office processing’ as one of four areas2 in need of attention for their 
job-creation potential (South African Government 2003). Private providers are particularly 
active in undertaking the skilling of this occupational grouping (Akoojee 2005).

Clearly, the emergence of a strong cadre of skilled semi-professionals is likely to provide 
an enabling environment for economic development. Various mechanisms have been 
advanced for growth in South Africa. Indeed, the formal establishment of AsgiSA, led by 
the deputy-president, with the aim of 6 per cent economic growth, is likely to require 
a significant skills boost to support this development and to provide the necessary 
resources for its achievement. Within this programme, there are indications that the 
role of ICT skills and the macro-structures that determine its provision have become a 
particular focus area. A recent briefing by the Minister of Trade and Industry, for instance, 
makes specific reference to the need for a reduction in ICT costs to enable access, 
together with the creation of an enabling climate for the business process outsourcing 
and offshoring (BPO & O) sector. Mention has been made of a targeted project, ‘led by 
the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI), [which] will hinge on the development 
of customised incentives, a marketing strategy and skills development programme that 
together will stimulate growth of the industry’ (Mpahlwa 2006). 

In addition to these demand imperatives, there are also other mechanisms to ensure 
future ICT skills supply. The Information Systems, Electronics and Telecommunications 
Technologies Sector Education and Training Authority (ISETT SETA) has registered a 
number of learnerships (17 in 2005) designed to respond to demand (DoL 2006). The 
primary challenge in this instance is to increase these learnership numbers and then to 
ensure that those who have passed through these programmes are able to use their skills 
effectively.

Skills shortages in the ICT sector

While there is some difficulty in establishing the precise meaning of the term ‘skills 
shortage’, the conventional use of the expression refers to the length of time taken to fill 
vacancies in a particular labour market sector. A particular skill is deemed to be in short 

2 The other three are ‘clothing and textiles’, ‘agriculture’ and ‘tourism and cultural industries’.
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supply if placement has taken more than three months, despite efforts to recruit and 
appoint people with the necessary skills (Van Aardt 2001). Shortage also suggests that the 
skills mix required by employers is not in line with what is available in the labour market. 

The reasons for skills shortage are numerous. They range from people with the required 
skills not being located in the geographical areas where the skills are required, to not 
finding skilled people of the appropriate gender or population group (as is required 
by skills-development legislation, especially in the case of the public sector), to people 
having emigrated or people being unwilling to take up positions because of unsatisfactory 
remuneration or conditions of employment (Van Aardt 2001). Although these demand-
driven imperatives are believed to impact on what is considered ‘the skills shortage’, the 
supply-side imperatives are equally important. 

The concept of ‘scarce skills’ is generally understood in terms of the inability of education 
institutions to meet demand arising typically from new economic imperatives, normally 
expressed in staff turnover and consequent vacancies. As technology changes and 
diffuses, skills shortages and scarce skills will reflect a required combination of specific 
skills, experience and knowledge of the industry within a particular occupation that is 
localised in time and space. In the case of the IT industry, the high specificity of skills 
shortages has been identified in the following manner: 

The variety and complexity of software and hardware products and their 
applications, together with the unique requirements of each industry, have 
created ‘spot’ demand for workers with unique combinations of IT skills, 
experience and industry knowledge – expressed often by the employers as 
needing the ‘right person, with the right skills at the right time’. Thus, while 
there is a need to address the growing demand for highly skilled IT workers, 
there is the additional challenge of meeting the unique demands of this niche 
labour market. (US Office of Technology Policy, in Bibby 2000: 20)

The demand imperatives implied in this employment practice suggest a peculiarity of 
the sector. While it is likely that the aggregate figures cited as evidence of the ICT skills 
shortage can hide wide variations, some sub-fields are likely to experience more acute 
shortages than others. In effect, this means that not every ICT worker will be operating in 
a demand-led context (or sellers’ market). This also implies that there is an urgent need 
in the sector, more than in any other sector, for individuals to upgrade their skills in order 
to keep up with changing demands. 

The frequent point of departure in discussing supply-induced skills shortages in South 
Africa is to refer to the inability of the education and training system to produce suitable 
graduates. Notwithstanding the system’s legacy of past discriminatory policies, only a few 
students obtain their secondary education with good mathematics and science results. 
This severely limits the number of candidates that can enter ICT-related fields, where 
mathematics is usually a requirement. Analysis of the ICT skills shortage in South Africa is 
further complicated by the outward migration of skilled personnel. The country has been 
reported to be losing, as are other middle-income countries such as India and Brazil, 
considerable numbers of skilled ICT and other professionals to the developed countries 
(Akoojee & Nkomo 2007a). Reasons for this are numerous, but with respect to ICT 
professionals who have skills that are sought after globally, the attractive packages, good 
benefits and high-technology career opportunities on offer make it attractive for them to 
emigrate.
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Considering the problem from the perspective of these supply-side imperatives alone is 
insufficient. Demand-side shortages informed by firms’ recruitment practices are largely 
ignored, but are also vital to understanding the labour market of any occupational group 
and, by extension, its critical supply and demand imbalances. 

Firstly, demand-side skills shortages in South Africa exist in the context of past 
discriminatory labour market practices, which denied blacks and women access to 
particular education fields and occupations. 

Secondly, employment practices can lead to claims of skills shortages, but closer analysis 
suggests that such claims may not necessarily be valid. Recruitment practices that involve 
raising entry requirements reduce the ‘available’ pool of labour, and this, in turn, may 
be reported as a skills shortage. For example, employers of ICT workers may emphasise 
recruiting personnel not only with the appropriate qualifications, but also with work 
experience. Although people with the required qualifications may be available, without 
some two years of experience they will not be counted in the pool of supply, and a skills 
shortage may be reported. 

Thirdly, the nature of employment contract practices within the industry tends to create 
the impression that shortages exist. The fluctuating intensity of demand for ICT workers 
certainly has a role to play in understanding the skills shortages. Technological change, 
reflected in short hardware and software product life cycles, renders certain skills quickly 
obsolete, while creating demand for new skills. This has important implications for 
regulation. 

In conclusion, it must be stressed that scarce skills refer not only to high-level and 
specific skills, but also to general skills, among which some ICT end-user skills may be 
grouped (e.g. keyboard skills, word-processing and e-mailing). Such skills do not usually 
appear as important in debates around skills shortages. However, it is generally accepted 
that employers across many national economies note that the necessary levels of ICT 
generalist skills are simply not available. As Hodge and Miller (1997) note ‘it appears that 
there is a shortage of skilled IT professionals and a low overall level of computer literacy 
in South Africa’. It is evident that because such skills are frequently non-occupation-
specific, the effect of their absence, though profound, is not easily measured, as may 
be, for instance, the lack of programmers for a specific software house. For this reason, 
further attention to this group of skills and training modalities is necessary. Thus, ICT 
skills shortages do not necessarily occur in an aggregate way within the labour market. 
It is likely to be more useful to consider skills shortages in very specific sub-sectors of 
the ICT domain. The challenges of brain drain (skills flight), HIV/AIDS mortality and the 
particularly high costs of access, together with the apartheid-induced education deficit, 
accompanied as they are by low levels of numeracy and literacy, present serious obstacles 
to South Africa’s development trajectory. 
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Definitional and methodological 
considerations
This chapter identifies the definitional categories associated with the particular area of 
ICT provision and demand that is addressed in this report. The complexity of defining 
an occupationally specific area, in a context where training patterns do not necessarily 
match, suggests the need for more careful consideration of definitional boundaries. 

Definitional issues

The appropriate definition of ICT work and workers selected for this study needs to 
not only reflect the degree of skill required to complete selected tasks, but must help 
in understanding the degree of complexity of the various skills levels that pertain in the 
sector. This section, therefore, serves as an important and necessary starting point for 
analysis of ICT skills in the South African labour market and provides a solid contextual 
basis for comparability with other contexts.

It has been asserted that new technologies present a serious methodological problem, on 
account of the lack of commonly accepted standards for defining them on a sectoral basis 
(SAITIS 2000). One major dimension of change lies in convergence and the move onto an 
Internet platform, which has a dramatic impact on the costs of provision and allows for 
the fusion of content across formerly distinct platforms. As a result of rapid development 
within the sector, definitions are not constant and have to be updated to reflect these 
changes. Nevertheless, definitional challenges need to be addressed, not only to delineate 
the focus of this study, but also to ensure that information obtained for this study can 
be used for purposes of comparability with other research in the field, both locally and 
internationally.

As a starting point, the ICT industry is considered to be a ‘combination of manufacturing 
and service industries that capture, transmit and display data and information 
electronically’ (OECD 2002: 2:18). In the light of this definition, ICT workers are those 
who work within this broad area, but the variety of tasks masked by this definition 
makes it difficult to specify occupational categories. There are several different models 
or approaches that could be used (McMillan 1996; Lowe & McAuley 2000), and these are 
discussed below. 

To begin with, it is useful to have some idea of what constitutes computer literacy, which 
might be considered the beginning of end-user skills. ICT literacy is defined in Lowe and 
McAuley (2000:6) as ‘the skills and abilities that will enable the use of computers and 
related information technologies to meet personal, educational and labour market goals’. 
An important basis for analysing the nature of intermediate-level ICT computer skilling is 
an account of the purposes for which the ICT medium is to be used. 

chapter 3
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The Standard Occupational Classification (SOC) system 

The US Standard Occupational Classification (SOC) system3 referred to in Table 3.1 
provides an example of the way in which skills can be categorised in this sector. 

Initial understandings, on the basis of which the above SOC codes were developed, 
revolved around the ability to programme a computer and, therefore, were informed 
by the underlying logic of technology development. Increasingly, however, the focus is 
placed on the ability to operate computer programs successfully; and this kind of skills 
level itself ranges from a higher to a lower order. While the hierarchical assumptions 
implicit in the use of this terminology – ‘high’, ‘medium’ and ‘low’ – are admittedly 
problematic, it represents a useful starting point for categorising different occupational 
levels and serves to locate the particular category of the ICT worker referred to in this 
monograph. 

The ICT skills to be studied here are located, in terms of this categorisation, at the 
‘medium-skills’ and ‘low-skills’ levels. Specific occupational categories include both 
software and hardware (technical) personnel. ‘Medium-skills’ levels include data entry 
keyers, hardware technicians (such as ATM technicians), and office machine, computer 
and telephone operators and repairers. The distinction between high and medium/low 
levels of skills refers to the contribution of ICT to the successful accomplishment of the 
task. Workers in the ‘medium-skills’ category include those who rely either exclusively 
or reasonably extensively on both computer technology and communication (telephone, 
fax and e-mail) for the successful accomplishment of their core function. The ‘low-
skills’ occupations, which include ‘machine and computer operators’, also require 
considerable ICT know-how and, therefore, are not excluded from the intermediate-
level categorisation. ‘High-skills’ occupations are characterised by the specialist nature 
of ICT work associated with software and hardware development, and the support and 
maintenance required for this to take place, which includes computer programming for 
business development and support. 

Core and non-core industries

Another consideration used in this work is the distinction between ‘core’ and ‘non-
core’ industries. Occupations considered to be ‘core’ are those ‘engaged primarily 
in the conception, design, development, adaptation, implementation, deployment, 
training, support, documentation and management of information technology systems, 
components, or applications’ (USNRC 2002). 

Core workers are responsible for the design, assembly and maintenance of computer 
systems to support the needs of end-users (Faculty Training Institute 2003). Like doctors 
and engineers, core ICT workers must master the body of knowledge relating to their 
area of specialisation (i.e. the way in which the technology operates). In terms of this 
categorisation, non-core workers are those whose primary interest is not with the ICT 
medium, but who are reliant on the ICT core worker for their effective functioning. 

3 The 2000 Standard Occupational Classification (SOC) system is used by federal statistical agencies to classify workers into 
occupational categories for the purpose of collecting, calculating or disseminating data. All workers are classified into one 
ofover 820 occupations according to their occupational definition. To facilitate classification, occupations are combined to 
form 23 major groups, 96 minor groups and 449 broad occupations. Each broad occupation includes detailed occupations 
requiring similar job duties, skills, education or experience. (See http://www.bls.gov/soc/, accessed 2 August 2006.) 
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This definition contrasts with that of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), which refers to a ‘core’ in the ICT industry as a ‘first order 
approximation of the ICT sector…whose main activity is to produce or distribute ICT 
products’ (OECD 2002: 18). 

Table 3.1: Employment in IT-related occupations by skills level in the USA, 2000

High skills
Computer support specialists 

Computer software engineers, applications 

Computer systems analysts 

Computer programmers 

Computer software engineers, systems software 

Computer and information systems managers 

Network and computer systems administrators 

Engineering managers 

Electrical and electronic engineering technicians 

Network systems and data communications analysts 

Database administrators 

Electrical engineers 

Electronics engineers, except computer 

Computer hardware engineers 

Computer and information scientists, research 

Medium skills
Data entry keyers 

Electrical and electronic equipment assemblers 

Telecommunications line installers and repairers 

Computer, ATM and office machine repairers 

Electrical power-line installers and repairers 

Telecommunications equipment installers and repairers, except line installers 

Electrical and electronics repairers, commercial and industrial equipment 

Semiconductor processors 

Electromechanical equipment assemblers 

Low skills
Billing and posting clerks and machine operators 

Switchboard operators, including answering service 

Mail clerks and mail machine operators, except postal service 

Computer operators 

Office machine operators, except computers 

Telephone operators 

Source: US Department of Commerce (2002), based on Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Employment Statistics (2002) 
in OECD (2002: 160) 
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National categorisation

The National Qualifications Framework (NQF) provides the legislative basis for assessing 
the various occupational skills levels and competencies in South Africa (RSA 1995). 
Eight skills levels are grouped into three bands corresponding to the various levels on 
the education spectrum – higher education and training (HET) at levels 5–8 (skills and 
competencies at diploma/occupational certificate to doctoral level); further education and 
training (FET) at levels 2–4 (skills and competencies from Grade 10/N1 to Grade 12/N3 
level); and general education and training (GET) at levels 0–1 (skills and competencies 
from Grade 3 to Grade 9/ABET Level 1–4). This is represented graphically in Table 3.2.

Table 3.2: Levels on the National Qualifications Framework (as at December 2006)

NQF band NQF level Type of qualification

HET

8 Doctorate

7 Honours/Master’s degree

6 First degree/Higher diploma

5 Diplomas/Certificates

FET

4 Matric/N3

3 Std. 9/Gr. 11/N2

2 Std. 8/Gr. 10/N1

GET

1 ABET 4 (Std. 7/Gr.9)

0 ABET 3 (Std. 5/Gr. 7)

0 ABET 2 (Std.3/Gr. 5)

0 ABET 1 (Std.1/Gr. 3)

No qualifications

Source: SAQA (2006)

In terms of this categorisation, our research has focused on the supply of skills at the 
intermediate level, that is, at levels 2–4 on the NQF. However, this has not been strictly 
adhered to, especially in the ‘demand’ component, which could only be determined 
indirectly by reference to occupational categorisation. Indeed, it was difficult for 
respondents to specify the level of skills required of particular occupational categories. 
This is a central challenge in relating skills to occupational categories.

Another useful categorisation is that of ‘end-users’, as opposed to ‘professionals’. A previous 
HSRC study (Roodt 2003) suggested that individuals who work with computers every day, 
but who are not regarded as computer professionals, are ‘end-users’. Their core function 
is to support business process operations in any economic sector. In keeping with this 
understanding, it was considered appropriate to exclude computer users whose main job 
function does not require exclusive reliance on IT data, but who, in the course of their 
profession, use it extensively. In the financial sector, for example, auditors and chartered 
accountants have a financial core function, as opposed to an ICT core function, and thus are 
excluded. A data-processing clerk in any sector, on the other hand, has the core function of 
using ICT for processing data and, therefore, is considered to be an ICT intermediate-level 
‘end-user’. Professionals and managers in most sectors (except those in the ICT sector) are 
excluded, as their core function pertains to the specific sector in which they work. Thus, 
non-core workers are equated with the intermediate-level, end-user occupation category.
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Definitions of ‘core’ and ‘end-user’ ICT workers are significant, because this study is 
concerned less with what is considered to be ‘traditional ICT work’, suggesting that the 
use of specialist ICT hardware and software or specific ICT-related business processing 
information is at least as important as the functions served by the end-users that employ 
the medium.

End-users, application software users and computer literacy

For the purposes of this work, it is crucial to understand the notion of computer literacy 
in the sector, and the differences between end-users. While understandings may differ, 
there are some quite clearly defined notions of particular categories. 

An ‘end-user’ is considered to be the: 

final or ultimate user of a computer system…The end-user is the individual 
who uses the product after it has been fully developed and marketed. The 
term is useful because it distinguishes two classes of users, users who require 
a bug-free and finished product (end-users), and users who may use the 
same product for development purposes. The term end-user usually implies 
an individual with a relatively low level of computer expertise. Unless you 
are a programmer or engineer, you are almost certainly an end-user. (www.
webopedia.com/TERM/E/end_user.html)

End-users have to be computer literate. Computer literacy describes the ‘level of expertise 
and familiarity someone has with computers [and]…generally refers to the ability to use 
applications rather than to programme’ (www.webopedia.com/TERM/c/computer_literacy.
html). 

Those who tend to show considerable dexterity in the use of the medium are considered 
to be ‘power users’. This category is not analysed here.

A further definitional category is based on the way in which software is used. A 
distinction is drawn between systems and applications software. In terms of function, 
systems software ‘consists of low-level programs that interact with the computer at a 
very basic level, which includes operating systems, compilers, and utilities for managing 
computer resources’ (www.webopedia.com/TERM/A/application.html). In contrast, 
applications software (also called end-user programmes) includes database programmes, 
word processors and spreadsheets. ‘Figuratively speaking, applications software sits on 
top of systems software because it is unable to run without the operating system and 
system utilities’ (www.webopedia.com/TERM/A/application.html). Clearly, individuals 
working on the development and maintenance of software systems are distinguished from 
those involved in applying the software expertise or those considered to be end-users, 
with the latter in need of some degree of computer literacy.

Methodological considerations 

The research methodology used in this work incorporated both qualitative and 
quantitative indicators of demand and supply. Each of these is elaborated below.

Demand-side methodology

An assessment of the quantitative nature of demand-side imperatives at the intermediate 
level in the ICT sector was based on data from primary government data sources, which 
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included the Labour Force Survey (Stats SA 2003) and the October Household Survey (Stats 
SA 1994). The surveys indicate trends in demand. 

An indication of the future demand for ICT skills was based on a literature study and 
12 interviews with various human resources managers, operations managers and branch 
managers in government departments and private ICT companies. 

Three of the interviews were conducted with government departments, as the government 
outsources most of its ICT work. Nine interviews were with ICT companies in the private 
sector, as most ICT work is outsourced to private companies. A questionnaire was sent 
via e-mail to government departments and private ICT companies to prepare for a 
telephone interview. Two questionnaires were compiled, because some questions were 
applicable only to government departments, and others only to private companies. 

A third approach to obtaining data on skills demand involved analysing data from a 
South African careers website. This site detailed where job opportunities in ICT sectors 
are located. A large ‘health warning’ is required relating to the use, over a limited time, of 
just one Internet site, no matter how representative, to reflect demand, especially in the 
light of the rapidly changing nature of this sector. However, using a source such as Career 
Junction over a period of one month provides an indication of demand at that point, 
which is not readily available from other sources. To obtain ICT end-user vacancy data, 
Career Junction is useful. Had budgets allowed, the Career Junction and other sites would 
have been monitored over a longer period of time. 

However, to obtain information on shortages and vacancies for core ICT professionals, a 
source such as Career Junction is not suitable, as companies usually headhunt potential 
candidates with scarce skills. Occupational names alone, without an indication of 
qualifications, as provided by Career Junction, are not reliable enough to determine the 
specific level of the position being advertised, especially at higher skills levels.

Provision of ICT skills by private providers

In order to examine the nature of supply of ICT skills by private providers, data 
collection included a range of methods. In the absence of a comprehensive database 
of private providers, an Internet search of private ICT providers was undertaken using 
the Trainingweb (2004) and ITWeb (2004) Internet job-marketplace sites. This yielded a 
database of 257 private ICT training providers). This number is likely to be a conservative 
estimate of the total number of training providers in South Africa. Qualitative information 
suggested that some providers did not have a web presence. 

The qualitative component included case-study visits to selected providers. In keeping 
with Eisenhardt (1989), who has argued that case studies are a good means of building 
concepts and theories in organisational research, the method allowed for supplementation 
of the analysis of the intermediate-level ICT provision landscape developed during the 
phase of assessing supply. Based on locations and working typology developed from the 
database of providers created by the researchers, five private FET providers were selected. 
Sample selection was undertaken by means of a random sampling matrix (Cohen, Manion  
& Morrison 2001), based on categorisations of private education provision in sub-Saharan 
Africa (Atchoarena & Esquieu 2002) and in South Africa (Akoojee 2003, 2005). Categories 
included: single owner (non-franchised provider), franchised provider, provincial/national, 
transnational, NGO, specialist ICT provider, non-specialist ICT provider, and urban or 
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peri-urban. After this initial categorisation, providers were selected to ensure that all 
provider types were represented. Profiles of the five providers selected are shown below: 
• Provider A: A large multidisciplinary, multi-site organisation (programmes in various, 

diverse occupational fields, with no particular specialisation). This provider has a 
track record of national presence, as a result of using effective national marketing 
strategies.

• Provider B: A transnational ICT franchised provider with extensive links to the 
‘global’ IT arena – both specialised and broad IT skilling undertaken (e.g. Microsoft 
and SAP).

• Provider C: A single owner, multi-site provider located in an urban city (likelihood 
of having a diverse racial profile).

• Provider D: An NGO-type undertaking – a non-specialist education and training 
provider, focusing on youth and community development initiatives.

• Provider E: Consultant-type provision – an intermediary of training, responding to 
corporate training requirements.

Visits to providers were conducted during the period June 2004–February 2005 and 
were followed by in-depth analysis of each provider’s information (electronic and in 
print). Activities undertaken in addition to documentary analysis included observation, 
supplemented by interviews with key stakeholders, including management and staff. 
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Demand for intermediate-level  
ICT skills
South Africa appears prosperous compared with many other African countries, but is still 
burdened with the economic and social reality of having to redress legacies of the past in 
terms of education, provision of appropriate standards of healthcare, poverty alleviation 
and excessive crime. In any economic activity, it is the human element that maximises 
the factors of production, and the quality of skills appropriate to the activity determines 
how well the task is accomplished. ‘Information technology, like knowledge, is easily and 
widely accessible, but is valueless without the knowledge and skill to use it productively’ 
(De Silva 1997: 6). It can be argued that productivity is hampered to a large extent by the 
skills deficiencies of many of the people using technology. 

The advancing high-technology (telecommunications, software and competitive local PC 
assembly and component distribution) export sector, which requires mainly professional 
and associated professional skills, does not make provision for the much larger population 
of workers with intermediate and lower skills. The economy is growing, but unemployment 
is not decreasing. South Africa needs to generate high-end as well as low-end employment 
opportunities (Kraak 2003), especially if unemployment is to be curbed. Since higher-
end skilling is likely to take much more time to develop, low- to medium-level training 
provision is potentially the solution to the more immediate employment creation imperative. 

ICT skills according to economic sector

Despite decades of isolation under apartheid, South Africa’s business infrastructure 
enables the country to serve as the financial and business hub of the continent 
(BMI 2005). The financial, manufacturing, wholesale and retail trade, transport and 
communication, and government sectors have always been the mainstay of the South 
African ICT market (BMI 2005) and still are, as indicated in Table 4.1. In the construction, 
mining, electricity and agriculture sectors, however, ICTs do not play such a prominent 
role in business processes. Machanik (2004) indicates that mining and agriculture have a 
disproportionately low number of PC users, although these sectors have large workforces 
and high revenues in proportion to other sectors.

Financial sector

The financial sector, home to core ICT workers (40.4 per cent, which represents 73 116 
core workers) as well as ICT end-user functions such as accounting and administrative 
business support processes (27.4 per cent, which represents 254 110 end-users), 
employed most of the people with ICT skills in 2003. Around two-thirds of software 
developers are found in the financial sector (Stats SA 2003). Specialised core ICT skills are 
required for high-tech business, such as the banking industry, which especially demands 
complete enterprise security systems (Wecke 2003). In South Africa, banks are not yet 
outsourcing at the same level as they outsource in Europe and, therefore, the financial 
sector also has a large proportion of ICT end-users (Conradie et al. 2003).

chapter 4
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Table 4.1: Percentage distribution of ICT core workers and end-users according to main economic 
sector, 2003

Economic sectors 
ICT core workers ICT end-users

N % N %
Financial and business services 73 116 40.4 254 110 27.4

Manufacturing 35 350 19.5 126 969 13.7

Wholesale and retail trade 30 510 16.9 109 045 11.8

Transport and communication 26 127 14.4 64 820 7.0

Community services 8 539 4.7 311 467 33.6

Construction 2 675 1.5 12 172 1.3

Mining and quarrying 2 508 1.4 20 674 2.2

Electricity, gas and water supply 2 176 1.2 13 526 1.5

Agriculture 0 0.0 14 565 1.6

Total 181 001 100 927 348 100

Source: Calculated from Stats SA (2003) 

Community services sector 

The community services sector constituted one-third of the ICT end-user component, 
as main public services and administrative support processes were performed in this 
sector. However, there are not many core ICT workers in the community services 
sector. According to Ken Modise, State Information Technology Agency (SITA) CEO, the 
government plans to outsource desktop computers, software, hardware, maintenance and 
desk support, all of which form part of core ICT work (Conradie et al. 2003).

Manufacturing, wholesale and retail trade, and transport and  
communication sectors 

In the manufacturing, trade, and transport and communication sectors there were 
stronger core ICT components than end-user components. Manufacturing contributes 
to a competitive local PC assembly and component distribution industry in South Africa 
(Haggard & Conradie 2003). Technical sales in the trade sector, in particular, require 
knowledgeable ICT workers. With promises of policy changes in the telecommunications 
industry and lower telecommunications costs, as announced by the communications 
ministry, the transport and communication sector could even increase its core ICT 
component in the future.

Provincial distribution of the ICT workforce

The results of our analysis of the Labour Force Survey data (Stats SA 2003), as indicated 
in Figure 4.1, show that Gauteng was home to almost half (49.2 per cent) of all ICT core 
workers, followed by the Western Cape (21.4 per cent) and KwaZulu-Natal (12.8 per 
cent). These three provinces combined make up more than three-quarters of all ICT core 
workers (83.4 per cent). The other provinces together comprised only a minimal share 
(16.5 per cent) of core ICT workers. This provincial configuration is reflected in salary 
patterns, which reveal that ICT salaries were the highest in Gauteng, followed by the 
Western Cape (Jovanovic 2004).
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Figure 4.1: Provincial distribution of ICT core workers and end-users, 2003 

Source: Stats SA (2003) 
Note: G: Gauteng; WC: Western Cape; KZN: Kwazulu-Natal; EC: Eastern Cape; FS: Free State; NW: North West;  
M: Mpumalanga; L: Limpopo; NC: Northern Cape

The most interesting trend is that only in Gauteng is there such a preponderance of the 
core compared to the end-user component (49 per cent versus 40 per cent). The only  
other province in which the core is slightly higher than the end-user component is the 
Western Cape, but even here, the difference is marginal (21 per cent versus 20 per cent). 
In all other provinces, there are more non-core than core ICT workers. 

Change in the ICT workforce 

In 2003, the total South African workforce (employed and unemployed) comprised 
11 792 243 people, while the ICT workforce (core ICT workers plus ICT end-users) 
comprised 1 115 872, or 9.5 per cent of the total (see Table 4.2). Core ICT workers made 
up 16.4 per cent (n=182 800) and ICT end-users, 83.6 per cent (n=933 072) of the total 
ICT workforce. More recent data (ISETT SETA 2005) estimates that there were 201 849 
core ICT workers. Although the definitions used in these studies are not the same, the 
figures quoted do not appear incompatible. 

The slight decline in the end-user ICT workforce from 10.0 per cent of the total 
workforce in 1994 to 9.5 per cent in 2003 is offset by the considerable overall increase 
in both the total workforce and ICT worker figures for this period (see Table 4.2). The 
proportional increase in the workforce composition of the core ICT workforce (from 9 
per cent in 1994 to 16.4 per cent in 2003), however, indicates considerable expansion in 
this area. 

Table 4.2: ICT workforce compared to the total workforce, 1994 and 2003

1994 2003
N % N %

Total workforce (employed plus unemployed) 9 640 971 11 792 243

Total ICT workforce (core workers plus end-users) 960 319 10.0 1 115 872 9.5

Core ICT workers 86 879 9.0 182 800 16.4

ICT end-users 873 440 91.0 933 072 83.6

Source: Stats SA (1994, 2003)
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Qualification levels of the ICT workforce

A study carried out in 2001 indicated that most ICT-related qualifications (75 per cent) 
were obtained at intermediate level (Roodt 2003). Private ICT training (especially at the 
FET level) has increased over the period 1997–2001, while public ICT training (mostly at 
the HET level), on the other hand, has stagnated over this period (Roodt 2003).

Most South African ICT workers (69.1 per cent) had FET qualifications, while over half 
of the total workforce (53.2 per cent) had GET qualifications in 2003 (see Table 4.3). The 
majority of black and white core ICT workers and end-users had FET qualifications. In 
the total South African workforce, black people had predominantly GET qualifications and 
their white counterparts had FET qualifications.

Table 4.3 indicates that almost one-third of black core ICT workers had HET 
qualifications, while 42.2 per cent of white core ICT workers had HET qualifications. 
Among ICT end-users, 20.2 per cent of the blacks had HET qualifications and a quarter 
of the whites had HET qualifications. Thus, there is room for improving the qualification 
levels of the ICT workforce, especially the black component. Aptly, the new ICT Charter 
requires, as one of its objectives, businesses to ‘align employment equity targets with 
skills development programmes and outcomes’ (ICT Empowerment Charter Working 
Group 2004: 41).

Table 4.3: Qualification levels of the ICT workforce according to race, 2003

ICT workers 
according to race

 
 

Qualification level
HET FET GET Total

Black core ICT workers N 30 578 52 501 12 301 95 380

% 32.1 55.0 12.9 100

White core ICT workers n 38 089 50 622 1 535 90 246

% 42.2 56.1 1.7 100

Black ICT end-users n 102 195 359 674 44 868 506 737

% 20.2 71.0 8.9 100

White ICT end-users n 87 609 267 331 8 986 363 926

% 24.1 73.5 2.5 100

Total ICT workforce n 258 471 730 128 67690 1 056 289

 % 24.5 69.1 6.4 100

Source: Stats SA (2003) 

Racial distribution and trends in the ICT workforce:  
the challenge of BEE

Figure 4.2 shows that both core and end-user ICT work was racially skewed in 2003. 
White ICT core workers made up almost half (49.6 per cent) of all ICT core workers, 
African ICT workers 26.6 per cent, Indians 11.3 per cent, and coloured ICT core workers 
12.6 per cent. There were proportionately more African end-users (35.2 per cent) than 
there were core workers (26.6 per cent). 
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Figure 4.2: Racial distribution of ICT core workers and end-users, 2003

Source: Stats SA (2003)

As indicated in Table 4.2, the ICT workforce (core workers plus end-users) comprised 9.5 
per cent (n=1 115 872) of the total South African workforce (11 792 243) in 2003. Some 
interesting changes in the racial composition of the ICT workforce have occurred over 
the past decade (see Figure 4.3). In 1994, whites formed more than half (57.6 per cent) of 
the ICT workforce, while blacks (African, coloured and Asian) comprised 42.4 per cent. 
In 2003, less than half (43.9 per cent) of the total ICT workforce (core plus end-user) was 
white, while more than half (56 per cent) was black.

However, the demographic changes between 1994 and 2003 were predominantly in the 
ICT end-user component. The number of black ICT end-users increased by nearly 9 per 
cent (from 354 908 in 1994 to 532 632 in 2003), while white ICT end-users decreased by 
nearly 16 per cent (from 467 883 in 1994 to 399 454 in 2003) over the same period.

Figure 4.3: Change in the employment equity composition of ICT core workers and end-users, 
1994 and 2003

Source: Stats SA (1994, 2003) 
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Strategies to redress inequalities 

The lack of adequate demographic diversity is an important national concern. The 
study by Conradie et al. (2003) of the South African information technology and 
telecommunications sectors suggested that the ICT industry is struggling to implement 
black economic empowerment (BEE) requirements. This despite at least one recruitment 
source (Abacus Recruitment) indicating that more than 80 per cent of the positions 
being advertised favour ‘non-white’ (or what are considered to be employment-equity 
individuals) in terms of preferential access (Jovanovic 2004). 

Various strategies have been suggested to deal with the need to increase diversity. The 
private sector ICT Charter intends both to harness the potential of the sector for national 
development and to forge a new racial order in the sector. The Charter emphasises that 
the development of black skills in the ICT sector is considered to be one of the major 
catalysts for transformation (ICT Empowerment Charter Working Group 2004). The task 
set in this regard is quite daunting. Current estimates are that only about 10 per cent of 
ICT firms could be classified as having any empowerment credentials (Masango 2004). 
It has also been conceded that far fewer than that are involved in human resources 
development programmes and learnerships in the ICT field, although some private ICT 
companies specifically targeted BEE in their training programmes (ICT Empowerment 
Charter Working Group 2004).

Much more needs to be done to ensure an increase in black participation in the ICT 
workforce (ICT Empowerment Charter Working Group 2004). Some strategies that are 
being implemented include providing individual awards recognising black achievement.4 
Another mechanism is the learnership programme put in place by the ISETT SETA as 
part of the National Skills Development Strategy (NSDS). Yet another strategy includes 
increasing black skills by in-company accelerated development programmes, according 
to Jacqui Young of Personnel Concepts (Jovanovic 2004), although some employers have 
experienced problems with the skills levels of these individuals, who appear to be unfit 
for the task as a result of inappropriate foundational experience. 

The gender dimension

Access to ICT work is gendered. The predominance of male workers in core functions is 
reciprocated by female predominance in the end-user component. A little over three-quarters 
of those doing core ICT work in 2003 were men, whereas this situation is reversed for end-
users, with women making up 69 per cent of this workforce (see Figure 4.4). Most work that 
is performed by women includes administrative support and secondary ICT activities. One 
reason for this is considered to be the legacy of women staying away from things technical, 
according to Terry Annecke, Marketing Director of Microsoft SA (ITWeb 2004).

This trend is not unique to ICT. Public technical college enrolments in 2002 indicated 
that engineering enrolments were 92 per cent male, while female students predominated 
in educare (92 per cent), utility studies5 (75 per cent) and business studies (67 per cent) 
(Powell & Hall 2004). This suggests that so-called ‘hard science’ was still dominated by 
men, while end-user computing, as evidenced by the significant female component in 
business studies, in particular, is dominated by women. 

4  According to the strategic director of the Ikwezi Group (as quoted in ITWeb 2004).
5 Utility studies include the following: cosmetics, haircare, interior decorating, clothing production and textiles, 
horticulture/agriculture, hospitality and associated industries and tourism.
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Figure 4.4: Gender distribution of ICT workers, 2003 

Source: Stats SA (2003)

Although there was some change in the racial combination of the ICT workforce between 
1994 and 2003, there was practically no change in the ratio of men to women in the ICT 
workforce during this period. In 1994, the total ICT workforce comprised 60.4 per cent 
women (n=547 485) and 39.6 per cent men (n=359 475), while women comprised 61.9 
per cent (n=691 278) and men 38.1 per cent (n=424 595) of the total ICT workforce in 
2003 (see Figure 4.5).

Among women, the ratio of ICT core workers to ICT end-users was similar for 1994 and 
2003. However, in 2003 there were twice as many male core workers and fewer male 
end-users than in 1994. In effect, this means that men secured a stronger share of core 
ICT work opportunities than did women. Thus, implementation of the objectives of the 
ICT Charter is crucial in order to realise ‘substantial change in the racial and gender 
composition of ownership, management and control structures’ (ICT Empowerment 
Charter Working Group 2004: 17). 

Figure 4.5: Ratio of core ICT workers to ICT end-users according to gender, 1994 and 2003

Source: Stats SA (1994, 2003)
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Current demand in the ICT sector

An interviewee in the private sector (in 2004) anticipated that ICT infrastructure would 
grow by between 6 per cent and 8 per cent over the short term (one to two years) from 
2004 onwards. There would be a particular demand for core ICT workers, as there had 
been an annual average growth of 10.7 per cent between 2000 and 2003 in the number of 
ICT managers (Stats SA 2003), and this was confirmed by the human resources manager 
of a private ICT company (in 2004), who indicated that there would be an increase of 
1 per cent over five years in the number of ICT managerial staff from 2004 onwards, 
because of business growth in the rest of Africa. The respondent further indicated that 
ICT skills were required to address employment equity, BEE and the future availability 
of ICT skills, as a result of HIV/AIDS. Quality workmanship and professionalism was also 
needed. 

The snapshot of vacancies in September 2004 also revealed a demand for ICT skills 
(Career Junction 2004). Job-placement specialists have picked up an increasing demand 
for ICT skills in the labour market (Jovanovic 2004). In September 2004, around 16 per 
cent of vacancies were for core ICT workers, 14.6 per cent for ICT end-users and around 
two-thirds for other jobs (Career Junction 2004), while employment in 2003 was mostly 
in other jobs (89.5 per cent), with 8.8 per cent in ICT end-user jobs and 1.7 per cent 
in core ICT jobs (see Figure 4.6). The demand for ICT skills will grow, as the adoption 
of new technologies and the upgrading of existing systems have increased substantially 
(DTI 2002). The network services market (maintenance, installations, support and 
consulting) is expanding, because the already-installed base of hardware and software 
ensures continued demand for support services (Blume 2004). It has been reported that 
the number of individual South Africans with Internet access increased to 5 per cent in 
2005, because of solid growth in corporate usage and dramatic uptake of broadband 
in the private sector (Goldstuck 2005). It has been contended, however, that increased 
broadband access is an unlikely reason for the expansion, as it had only begun to take 
hold in 2006. 

Figure 4.6: ICT and other employment in September 2003 versus vacancies in ICT and other jobs 
in September 2004 

Source: Stats SA (2003); Career Junction (2004)
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According to Org Geldenhuys, CEO of Abacus Recruitment, there is an imbalance in 
supply and demand, as there is a shortage of suitable candidates for upper positions and 
an oversupply of candidates for entry-level positions. According to Yatin Narsai of First 
National Bank, there is a large supply of general and entry-level ICT skills that do not 
match market requirements. Terence Sibiya, of the global executive search firm Heidrick 
& Struggles, adds that companies are looking for black candidates and women in their 
search for ICT core workers, which makes the already-limited pool of resources even 
smaller (Jovanovic 2004).

The problem of demand in the ICT market, especially for those with HET qualifications, is 
aggravated by vacancies being available for those with two or more years of experience 
(84.5 per cent), with only around 14.8 per cent of vacancies for those with no experience, 
and 0.7 per cent for those who are still busy with their studies (Career Junction 2004). 
This does not necessarily mean that there is an over-supply of intermediate skills, but 
that more opportunities for practical experience as well as for the upgrading of skills 
need to be provided in order for more ICT workers to fill vacancies that require HET 
qualifications.

Currently, the greatest demand for ICT end-users is in the wholesale and retail trade 
sector (39.5 per cent), as indicated in Figure 4.7. Conradie et al. (2003) also found that 
there has been a dramatic increase in the demand for business-oriented ICT qualifications, 
which are important for business transactions and commerce. Having the best engineering 
staff would be pointless if you did not know how to market and sell the products 
correctly, according to Dave Reddy, MD sub-Saharan Africa, Veritas Software (ITWeb 
2004). In the wholesale and retail trade sector, there is a typical demand for ICT end-
users in occupations such as technical sales, graphic design and marketing (Career 
Junction 2004). 

Figure 4.7: Vacancies for ICT end-users according to economic sector, 2004

Source: Career Junction (2004)

There was a higher demand for ICT end-users (33.8 per cent in figure 4.7) than for core 
ICT workers (7.7 per cent) in the financial sector in September 2004 (Career Junction 
2004). In South Africa, banks are still doing most ICT end-user functions themselves 
and are not outsourcing on the same level as they do in Europe (Conradie et al. 2003). 
However, it is forecast that financial services will be one of the main users of call centres 
in the future (Memela 2003). Dimension Data (2004) also indicated fast growth in the 
financial services sector, which is a large spender on ICTs. The financial services industry 
will continue to lead the way in the offshoring of call centres, according to Georg 
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Tränkle, consulting partner to Deloitte (Healing 2004). Furthermore, locally developed 
accounting software is on a par with anything available from international vendors. 
Pastel has exported products to Africa, Europe, the USA, Australia and Asia (Von Plato 
2003). ICT end-users such as technical sales people, graphic designers, marketing people, 
information officers and business support staff will be in increasing demand.

Most ICT end-users were employed in the services sector in 2003 (as shown in Table 
4.1), and currently 12.8 per cent of vacancies are for end-users in this sector (see Figure 
4.7). Accounting packages are used mainly by end-users and are starting to expand their 
payroll modules to incorporate more human resources functionality. According to Steven 
Cohen of Softline Holdings, the payroll aspect of the accounting software market is seen 
as a major growth area, driven largely by the ongoing legislative changes in the country 
(Von Plato 2003).

Dimension Data (2004) confirms fast growth in the telecommunications sector, which is 
a sub-sector of transport and communication. Entry-level salaries indicated a demand for 
IT business consultants in telecommunications and for network application developers in 
the transport and communication sector. There was demand also for data communication 
engineers and for technical sales people in telecommunications (Career Junction 2004).

Overview: the demand for intermediate ICT skills

This era represents one of convergence. Communication is becoming more mobile, with 
growth in cellphones and other devices to enable Internet connections. A shortage of 
ICT skills in the network environment is foreseen, because of an increasing need for 
communications, Internet and e-commerce. ICT skills, both core (which predominantly 
require HET) for manufacturing and systems development and end-user (which require 
at least FET competencies) for business support processes and network services, are 
increasingly in demand. 

Training and education, and opportunities for acquiring the necessary experience, will 
have to be addressed in order for both core and end-user ICT skills to be supplied 
according to the racial and gender mix required by the new ICT Charter, and according 
to market requirements for global competitiveness. Employers will have to provide 
opportunities for experiential, on-the-job training, and training providers will have to align 
ICT programmes with the needs of the market.

There is an imbalance in supply and demand, as there is a shortage of suitable candidates 
for upper positions and an over-supply of candidates for entry-level positions. There is 
a large supply of general and entry-level ICT skills, which are not those that the market 
requires. Companies are looking for black candidates and women for top positions, 
which makes the already small pool of resources insufficient.

There is currently a high demand for ICT end-user skills in the wholesale and retail trade 
and the financial sectors. There has been a dramatic increase in demand for business-
oriented ICT qualifications, which are important for business transactions and trade. South 
Africa has emerged as one of the favoured destinations for offshore outsourcing by global 
firms. It has been suggested that the financial services industry will continue to lead the 
way in the offshoring of call centres and, arguably, South Africa can serve as the financial 
and business hub of the continent.
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Progress has been made in the ICT workforce with regard to demographic changes. In 
1994, white employees made up half of the ICT workforce, while in 2003 they comprised 
less than half, and black employees more than half, of the total ICT workforce. These 
demographic changes, however, were predominantly in the ICT end-user component. 
While black end-users increased by nearly 9 per cent, white ICT end-users declined by 
nearly 16 per cent over this period, suggesting that employment equity legislation has 
begun to take hold. Skills also need to be upgraded in the core ICT component, by 
providing training opportunities and work experience.
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Provision of intermediate-level  
ICT skills by private providers
This chapter reports on the results of case-study qualitative assessment visits to five 
providers. It is augmented by quantitative data from an analysis of selected sites 
indicating an Internet survey of providers. 

The first part of this chapter identifies the organisational features of private ICT providers. 
Using quantitative data, it reports on the location and employment size, identifying 
recent growth, of the sector. A typology of the sector is then proposed, based on the 
following criteria: provision form (for-profit, not-for-profit and in-house provision); client 
focus (corporate or general public); provision type (institution-based or consultant-based 
provision); and degree of ICT specialisation (specialist or non-specialist ICT provider). 

The second section of the chapter elaborates on the nature, form and context of 
instruction. It identifies the type and level of courses offered, and elaborates on the 
nature of private provision. It shows how this sector, in addition to providing ‘full’ and 
‘part-time’ courses, has another predominant form, called ‘short-term course provision’, 
which is associated with prolonged instruction over a compressed period. The section 
also responds to the organisational dynamics pertinent to the sector and the way in which 
the notion of ‘admission criteria’ is understood. It concludes with a discussion of the 
national context of ICT intermediate-level provision. 

Organisational features of private ICT providers

This section begins with an elaboration of the institutional location, size and recent 
growth of the private ICT education and training sector, and then provides a typology of 
the sector. 

Location of premises

The most striking element of ICT training provision is its predominant urban presence. 
Most ICT training premises (85 per cent) were located in the major urban metropoles of 
Gauteng, KwaZulu-Natal and Western Cape. Figure 5.1 shows that almost half (49 per 
cent) were located in Gauteng, a smaller proportion (21 per cent) in KwaZulu-Natal and 
a lesser share (15 per cent) in the Western Cape. The other provinces, which together 
make up only 15 per cent of providers, have the following proportions: Eastern Cape and 
Mpumalanga (3.6 per cent each), Limpopo and Free State (2.8 per cent each) and the 
North West and the Northern Cape (1.3 per cent each). 

chapter 5
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Figure 5.1: Provincial location of private FET premises

Note: G: Gauteng; WC: Western Cape; KZN: Kwazulu-Natal; EC: Eastern Cape; FS: Free State; NW: North West;  
M: Mpumalanga; L: Limpopo; NC: Northern Cape

The urban predominance of providers is explained by the nature of ICT economic activity 
in each of these areas. Even those providers that specialise in delivering training in other 
parts of the country use their urban presence to both source training and keep abreast 
of developments in the field. Where necessary, these providers have had to establish a 
‘satellite’ presence in the smaller centres, for instance in Nelspruit, Potchefstroom and 
Bisho. The way in which programmes are delivered means that training can be conducted 
in ‘short-term’ mode in far-off locations, with support provided electronically, where 
necessary. 

Institutional size and shape

A previous study estimated that there were likely to be more than 1 500 private training 
institutions in the country that offered ICT training, including end-user, computer literacy 
and accounting and business courses (Roodt 2003). The study identified 257 ICT-training 
service providers with a presence on the Internet during the period 1994–2004. Based on 
this research, the following broad institutional features were evident. 

The size of private providers was determined using the enterprise size categories applied 
to the Department of Labour’s NSDS (DoL 2001). Since most providers were considered 
‘for-profit’, this represented an appropriate means by which to categorise provider size in 
the sector. Qualitative information offered additional considerations about employment 
practices in the sector and gave a reality check to the information forwarded by providers 
on their websites. The NSDS provides information on small enterprise size, specifically 
enterprises with ten or fewer employees: survivalist (self-employed), micro (owner), micro 
(1–4 employees) and very small (5–10 employees). For the purpose of this paper, all ICT 
service providers, where the numbers of employees ranged from one to ten, irrespective 
of employee-employer distinction, were categorised as microenterprises. In terms of the 
modified categorisation (see Figure 5.2), 40 per cent of service providers were considered 
microenterprises (1–10 employees), less than a third (30 per cent) were considered ‘small-
scale’ (11–49 paid employees), a smaller proportion (10 per cent) were ‘medium-scale’ 
(50–149 paid employees) and one-fifth of service providers (20 per cent) were ‘large-
scale’ (exceeding 150 paid employees).
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Figure 5.2: Small-, medium- and large-scale FET ICT providers, by percentage

Note: Information was obtained from 218 of the 257 service providers

Some interesting trends emerge from these figures. The preponderance of ‘small-scale’ 
providers is not unusual. Most providers have few full-time employees. The sector is 
reliant on contract or temporary workers, who are brought in as and when the need 
arises. Employment practices suggest that most full-time workers are also required to 
undertake considerable administrative responsibilities. Most providers operated off a very 
small administrative core, with a larger number of in-sourced consultants.

Staff in the sector were employed on a contract basis. The reason given for this was that 
the client base could not be guaranteed, which had implications for the sustainability of 
the provider. While this created uncertainty, it ensured that staff were under pressure to 
perform in order to safeguard their reappointment. This meant that more-experienced 
staff were able to command higher remuneration, since they were in demand. Clearly, 
this employment practice tended to increase training costs.

Institutional growth 

Quantitative data depict considerable growth since 1990. Eighty-eight per cent of the 
private ICT training institutions were established in the period 1990–2004, as compared 
with 12 per cent before 1990 (see Table 5.1). 

Table 5.1: Growth of intermediate-level ICT training providers, 1980–2004

Number of providers 
established

Percentage growth over 
previous period

Percentage of private 
providers in 2004

Before 1980 3 2

1980–1989 20 567 11

1990–1999 76 280 41

2000–2004 88 16 47

Total 187 100

Note 1: Data based on information supplied by 73 per cent of the ICT training institutions in response to the category of the 
year in which they started. 
Note 2: The growth from 2000 to 2004 is over a five-year period as compared with a decade of growth in the previous periods.

Unsurprisingly, growth in the period 1990–2004 was particularly pronounced in the urban 
metropoles. For instance, almost 74 per cent (65 of the 88 providers) were established in 
Gauteng. 

Large-scale 20%

Medium-scale 10% Micro 40%

Small-scale 30%
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Generic reasons cited for the ‘impressive growth’ of private ICT training provision in 
sub-Saharan Africa include the inability of public institutions to accommodate increased 
demand and the perceived advantage of private providers being closer to the needs of 
the labour market (Atchoarena & Esquieu 2002). These reasons are likely to be especially 
relevant in explaining growth in private ICT provision in the South African context. The 
inability of the public FET colleges to respond to the growth in demand for ICT, coupled 
with the increased labour market demand as a result of the international ICT growth spurt 
in the early 1990s, is likely to have secured the expansion of private ICT providers. It is 
interesting that 88 new service providers were established between 2000 and 2004, which 
reflects the fastest growth rate of any period.

While it has been found that there was an apparent decline in corporate training 
expenditure before 1990 (Bird 2001), the steadily increasing number of providers in the 
period that followed suggests robust demand. It is likely that the advent of the NSDS is 
achieving some positive impact. This is supported by dynamics within both the public 
and private sectors since 1994, including the public sector focus on service delivery and 
the impact of affirmative action across both sectors. Encouraging signs are forthcoming 
for the public college sector to take up the challenge of providing ICT training, but the 
ongoing refurbishment costs tend to constrain development. 

Typology of ICT private providers

Typologies assist in characterising critical features of the sector. Private ICT provision 
is distinguished in various ways. First, forms of training provision consistent with 
international and regional typologies reflect the broad categorisation of ‘for-profit’, ‘not-
for-profit’ and ‘in-house’ training. ‘Client focus’ is another distinguishing characteristic of 
private ICT provision. Two distinct client types are the corporate client and the walk-in 
client. There are providers who work from fixed premises, which they either own or rent, 
and there are ‘consultant-type’ providers who do not have premises. The level of ICT-
specific training specialisation also serves as a distinguishing feature of particular providers. 
‘Specialist’ providers are those dedicated to ICT-related training, while ‘non-specialists’ 
offer a hybrid range of courses. Each of these is outlined after a discussion of the broad 
categorisations of the various providers studied in the qualitative section of this study. 

Categorisation of case studies by typology

Categorisation using the typology above can be particularly useful to get a sense of the 
way in which providers conduct their business operations. It determines the predominant 
provision form and allows a means by which to understand the quite varied provision 
forms in the sector. By providing broad characteristics of provision, typologies also allow 
insight into critical operational dynamics within the organisation. The five cases in the 
qualitative case study are categorised in terms of the criteria reflected in Table 5.2. 
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Table 5.2: Categorisation of case studies, with reference to ICT intermediate-level typology

Typology Provider A Provider B Provider C Provider D Provider E 
Institutional 

type
For-profit For-profit 

– international 

franchised 

For-profit Not-for-profit For-profit

Locational 

features
Non-premises 

based 

(distance 

provider)

Premises-

based

Premises- 

based

Premises-

based

Non-premises 

based 

(consultant 

with extensive 

electronic 

support)

Level of ICT 

specialisation
Non-specialist Specialist Non-specialist Non-specialist Non-specialist 

(HR skills)

Predominant 

client base
Walk-in and 

corporate

Corporate Walk-in and 

corporate

Walk-in and 

corporate 

(social 

development 

funding)

Corporate

Most providers in the ICT intermediate sector were for-profit enterprises. The selection 
sampled consisted mostly of ‘non-specialist’ ICT providers offering a variety of courses 
or study directions in addition to their ‘core’ ICT offering. This was done to enable 
sustainability. It is considered a significant means by which providers in this area are able 
to sustain their enterprises. 

While there was a considerable number of in-house providers, outsourcing represents 
a particularly striking characteristic of the training form, with the vendor incorporating 
training as part of the product, to ‘support’ the initial purchase with hardware or software. 
The non-profit sector is absent in this category; although one provider visited was 
considered non-profit, it did enter the competitive arena and found it difficult to remain 
sustainable outside of the ‘for-profit’ framework. It needed to market programmes actively 
and charge market-related costs in order to survive.

Clearly, these categories are not mutually exclusive and hybrids of provider forms exist, 
which makes this kind of provision particularly distinctive as a private education and 
training form.

 Forms of ownership

In the international literature, other studies of private provision use ownership form as 
a primary category of provision. Atchoarena and Esquieu (2002) use the categories for-
profit, not-for-profit and in-house as a starting point for the categorisation of private 
technical and vocational education and training (TVET) provision in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Such classification represents an important point of departure for a typology of private 
ICT provision.
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This study found that most private intermediate ICT providers could be considered to be 
located in the ‘for-profit’ category. For-profit providers are those that are in the ‘business’ 
of private education provision. They are registered as for-profit companies and have to 
abide by the appropriate legislation to be eligible to conduct training.6 

‘Not-for-profit’ training providers are those that are registered as organisations not for gain, 
and are associated with philanthropic or community development interventions. Surplus 
funds are ploughed back into the enterprise for further development of the activity. There 
are fewer ‘not-for-profit’ ICT providers than ‘for-profit’ providers. Two reasons were 
identified for this situation. First, ICT is not considered an arena that makes for effective 
community development activity, especially in a rural context where access is limited. 
Second, the costs of upkeep of software and hardware require a consistent and steady 
income stream to keep pace with the rapidly changing sector. It was found, for instance, 
that the not-for-profit provider had to resemble ‘for-profit’ practices if it was to be sustained. 
Fees were not necessarily pegged at a lower level than those of ‘for-profit’ counterparts. 
One provider (Provider D) was located in the centre of an urban area and its not-for-profit 
nature could not be overtly identified in its practice, except in mission and vision. The kind 
of financial pressures faced closely resembled those of ‘for-profit’ provision. 

‘In-house’ providers are those located within larger corporate businesses for the purpose 
of ‘in-company’ employee development. The advantage of having a training department 
located within a company appeared to be that it was a powerful means by which to 
provide employee training on systems that the trainers were familiar with. On the other 
hand, companies considered that it was much more cost-effective to outsource this function 
of their operations. One provider (Provider E) promised, as part of its marketing strategy, 
to reduce the administrative burden on companies. All that was required was for the 
company to identify training needs. The provider undertook to tailor a particular course 
to suit company needs and to ensure that all administrative arrangements were taken care 
of, including sourcing of trainers, if necessary, making and confirming (training) bookings, 
sending reminders to delegates prior to training, monitoring the progress of training, and 
providing the company with a list of training completed for the period. The simplicity of 
the administrative outsourcing function is beyond question. Partnering with the provider 
merely requires the HR division of the company to outsource this function, with the added 
benefit and significant incentive of obtaining rebates from the skills levy to pay for this. 

Another provider (Provider B) promised what it called a ‘one-stop shop’ for a fee. In 
promising a ‘no hassle’ education and training function, the provider made available to 
‘partners’ (i.e. clients) the services of an in-house skills development advisor, who was 
not only responsible for submitting the annual skills plan to the relevant SETA, but who 
also ensured that the correct procedure was utilised for a portion of the skills levy to be 
reimbursed. 
In corporate environments, it was much more cost-effective to outsource training. In 
a situation where large numbers of employees needed to be trained, establishing and 
running a massive training department was considered inefficient. Outsourcing also made it 
unnecessary to cascade training down to grassroots. Outsourcing was reported to have made 
‘secondary training’ redundant. In other words, the cascade model of training, in which the 
‘in-house’ trainers needed to be trained so that they could roll out training to the rest of 
the corporation, would not be necessary. In fact, one provider (Provider E) claimed in its 
marketing material to specialise in ‘roll-outs’, which it defined as: ‘when your entire company 
needs training on a particular product, or a range of products’. This provider also promised 

6 In terms of current South African legislation, this is a prerequisite for registration as a private provider.
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to ‘project manage’ the entire process. While this reasoning might be applicable to some, 
there is clearly an opposite reasoning that considers it absolutely imperative to have an in-
house training facility for employees, who may be located in different parts of the country. 

In addition, when training was outsourced, companies in the business of corporate training 
promised the customisation of training. Most training promised to be responsive to the 
needs of clients, and to be based on the actual ‘business process’ of the client company. 
For the company, this made sense since the software was purchased, in any event, from 
outside vendors who solicited the support of private providers to roll out their product-
specific training. Trainers were specialists who ensured that they were knowledgeable and 
considered ‘experts’ in teaching about a particular software product. The result was that in 
this case outsourcing training made much more sense than having in-house trainers.

A variant of the ‘in-house’ provider is the dedicated ‘product-training division’ of large 
ICT vendors who have to ‘sell’ the training together with the product as a result of new 
technical developments.77 The obvious difficulty of confidently characterising these as 
‘in-house’ is evident, since training is essentially ‘external’ to the organisation and directly 
linked to the profitability of the corporate enterprise that sells the product (Akoojee 2005). 

Client focus

Figure 5.3 indicates the predominant client base of providers. Most providers (87.9 per 
cent) indicated that they cater for the corporate sector, while a little over a third (37 
per cent) indicated that they responded to the needs of school-leavers. Although the 
categories are not mutually exclusive, the data indicate that the private training providers 
predominantly serve the needs of the corporate sector.

Figure 5.3: Target audience of private ICT training institutions

Note 1: Information was obtained from 234 of the 257 service providers. 
Note 2: Two other categories of ‘end-user’ and ‘emerging companies’ were excluded from this table as a result of lack of 
clarity regarding their precise definition.

A brief description of the two essential groups comprising the target audience of private 
ICT training institutions is given below.

One provider (Provider C) distinguishes between three types of learners (or client 
groups): corporate, walk-in (out-of-school youth) and self-paying (adults who intend to 

7 An obvious example is the selling of a new photocopier to a company whose personnel need to be trained in using 
the ‘new’ technology. In this case, the product could not be ‘sold’ without the training and support that goes with it. 
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re-enter the labour market with ICT skills). This categorisation powerfully confirms the 
typology identified in an earlier classification of private providers (Akoojee 2005). Figure 
5.4 depicts the various client groups in terms of this categorisation. 

Figure 5.4: Client categorisation of ICT training providers

Source: Akoojee (2005)

This figure describes two broad client groups: the corporate sector and the general 
public. For the corporate sector, ‘employees’ (or, in some exceptional circumstances, 
employees of the firm to which the products were sold) represent the clients. In the case 
of the general public, the ‘learner component’ includes pre-employed youth, ‘self-funded 
employees’ who have sourced training by themselves, and the recently unemployed who 
are in need of improving skills to re-enter the labour market.

Serving these different client types has implications for the way in which the provider 
conducts all aspects of the education and training activity. In particular, it influences what 
courses are on offer, how they are delivered, when they are delivered and where training 
takes place. It also impacts powerfully on particular operating functions of providers and, 
in particular, the marketing strategies employed to obtain learners or clients. While there 
is invariably a type of provider that responds to both groups, what we call a ‘hybrid 
provider’, there are several distinct operational features. For hybrid providers, for instance, 
separate sections are set up within the institution to respond to the different client 
groups. 

Corporate clients are likely to have the option of having courses structured to their needs 
and, since numbers make it feasible to offer particular tailor-made courses, arrangements 
could be made to have these delivered at their premises at times suitable to the company. 
For self-paying clients, however, courses are delivered at predetermined times, with 
course content determined beforehand, depending on the particular training focus. 

Typically, corporate learners are sponsored by their employers, who thereby become 
an important component in the training context. Companies become an indirect 
accountability component for the provider, with companies having a more direct role 
in terms of adjudging quality. As in the private higher education sector, these private 
providers tend to develop direct links with employers (Kruss 2004). However, since in 
most cases HR departments specifically commission training, they often determine the 
choice of provider.

 Provider			 	 			Primary	client	 	 											Learner	component

For-profit  
providers

General  
public

Corporations

Pre-employed 
(out-of-school) youth

Unemployed

Self-funded employees

Company-funded 
employees

Customers
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Providers also specifically target the HR departments of corporate clients. Their marketing 
campaigns target HR managers and those who commission company training. One of 
the providers studied used direct-marketing campaigns involving invitations to training 
managers or HR personnel in large blue-chip companies to attend what were termed 
‘breakfast briefing sessions’. Courses were tailor-made to suit the circumstances, which 
was financially feasible since training was conducted for a number of learners. The 
courses were developed around client needs with respect to what was delivered (course 
content), when the course was delivered (flexible delivery times), how the course was 
delivered (see novel delivery mechanisms below), how the course was assessed (see 
assessment mechanisms below) and follow-up measures. Where corporate providers were 
premises-based, they were likely to be located in upmarket residential areas or business 
and corporate parks.

Walk-in clients were likely to be provided with ‘full-term instruction’ conducted during 
office hours. These students attended courses of a longer duration (full-time) during 
working hours. They comprised either pre-employed youth (out-of-school youth) and 
unemployed and recently retrenched workers seeking to upskill themselves in anticipation 
of re-entering the labour market with renewed skills. For entry-level programmes, though, 
training was conducted over a shorter period in a more sustained manner (full-time over 
two to three days).

Walk-in clients are those who are likely to have chosen the provider themselves and 
who are responsible for the payment of fees, either paying for themselves (or being 
paid for by parents, in the case of school-leavers) or being indirectly subsidised by their 
employers. Providers targeting this group are likely to be based in the heart of the CBD 
or in black townships located nearby. 

Marketing takes the form of adverts in community newspapers, pedestrian flyers, and 
poster advertisements in key public access areas. Sustainability depends on attracting 
an adequate number of students. Various means are employed to attract these learners, 
including discounting and ‘freebies’. Sometimes, discounting or price-cutting can result 
in dubious quality. One example of the kind of promise that most providers find difficult 
to fulfil is providing Internet access. The prohibitive cost and the difficulty of controlling 
access make this almost impossible to implement, even if promised. Another oft-
disregarded promise is that time will be allowed for learners to access computers after 
classes. These examples show that there are opportunities for considerable ‘exploitation’ 
of the walk-in client sector. 

Marketing by these providers is particularly intense at the start of the ‘public’ academic 
year, long after the matric results have been released but at a time when most public 
institutions have reached their intake quotas. 

Provision types

There are two broad types of provider, identified on the basis of their facilities: those 
based at premises, called institution- or premises-based providers, and those who provide 
a consultancy-type service, referred to as training consultants. 

Consultancy-type providers are those who do not own, or see the need to acquire, 
fixed or temporary ‘classroom type’ premises from which to conduct training. It is likely 
that a consultant will acquire property once a fixed, normally corporate, client base is 
secured. Services offered by consultant providers include sourcing training from other 
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more established trainers or conducting training in association with other consultants. 
Training is normally conducted at the premises of the client or a mutually acceptable 
venue at times suited to the needs of the client. This type of provider has to cater almost 
exclusively for the needs of the corporate client. Another particular type of provider, who 
could also be considered a ‘broker’, provides a service that sources appropriate trainers 
and training for companies. 

Some institution-based providers target both walk-in and corporate clients. While those 
premises-based walk-in providers who target the general public are invariably likely 
to operate from their own premises, some of them have been able to break into the 
intermediate corporate training market. This is not the norm. Where it has happened, 
resources used during office hours by ‘full-time students’ are sometimes used after hours 
by the corporate client. In the latter case, it is likely that staff are sourced specifically for 
this client group. This arrangement optimises the use of premises to ensure sustainability 
of the institution. In other instances, premises are ‘rented’ to consultants. 

Premises-based providers responding to the needs of out-of-school youth are more 
likely to occupy physical space associated with a classroom-type facility located in the 
central shopping precincts of the urban centres. Even in the case of a distance-education 
provider included as one of the cases (Provider A), it was important to have a visible 
presence. In this case, the premises took the form of marketing and administration 
offices. Evidently, the client base and the course-delivery mode determined the size of 
the physical space occupied and the resources made available. Clearly, also, the visibility 
of these premises-based providers is targeted at the less affluent sectors, especially those 
located in the central CBD and in townships. They are most in need of regulation to 
ensure that appropriate standards are maintained. Since these providers have to ensure 
that fees are competitively structured, they are more likely to compromise on quality 
than are their counterparts located in the more lucrative suburbs and upmarket shopping 
malls. 

It is probable that those situated in the upmarket locations have a more vocal clientele, 
which ensures that they are careful about the kind of service and product they offer. In 
addition, their ability to command a fee structure that is consistent with their overheads 
means that they are likely to be less inclined to compromise on quality. They are more 
likely to attract corporate clients as well as the walk-in variety.

Degree of ICT specialisation: specialist and non-specialist ICT providers

There are two types of provider in terms of specialisation – those that exclusively 
specialise in ICT provision and those that are non-specialist ICT providers with diversified 
offerings. Each is described below.

ICT specialist providers are those offering ICT courses exclusively and are likely to offer 
all levels of provision, from beginner to intermediate, and moving on to advanced and 
specialist courses. Premises-based specialist ICT providers have the benefit of using the 
same hardware and technical equipment for different course offerings. While this allows 
for the provider to maximise use of the equipment, it also allows learners to move up 
the ladder of course complexity, allowing for articulation with software and courseware 
within the same provider. These providers are likely to target corporate clients in  
their marketing. 
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Non-specialist ICT providers are generally responsive to the walk-in client group and 
are likely to focus on the provision of programmes at the intermediate level. For this 
kind of provider, there is no need to specialise as they provide generic ICT skills for 
full-time learners. They provide programmes directed at occupationally specific ICT 
courses, including business, entrepreneurial and HR training. Some have diversified into 
providing broader courses in business and entrepreneurship to ensure sustainability, in 
the same way that those who started off as business training providers have had to insert 
a significant component of ICT offerings. Thus, non-specialist providers have found that 
the ‘natural fit’ of ICT and business functionality is good, as it is for HR training in what is 
considered the ‘soft skills’ component of skills development.

Some non-specialist providers have diversified into a non-specific client base (both walk-
in and corporate clients) to ensure sustainability. Provider C, for instance, found that the 
walk-in clients were not sufficient to sustain the facility and, thus, incorporated corporate-
level training. 

Programmes and instructional delivery patterns

This section provides details of the nature, form and context of instructional provision. 
The section begins with the nature of courses offered, followed by delivery dynamics 
pertinent to the sector. The way in which quality in this sector is understood and 
implemented for various provision forms is discussed thereafter. 

Course types per level

As described earlier, courses were associated with considerable customisation. A large 
proportion of courses (67.7 per cent) were found to be customised according to the 
clients’ specific needs and were offered on the providers’ premises. Customisation is 
financially viable particularly for the training of numbers of individuals who need to 
be upskilled in a specific work-process function; for example, when it is necessary to 
upgrade an operating system or software or when there are ‘roll-outs’, as one provider 
called them.

Courses are often graded in terms of beginner or entry-level computer literacy at the 
intermediate level, which requires some basic knowledge of computing and advanced 
word processing. In addition, courses are also characterised by software and hardware 
types, and these are considered to be technical courses. 

Entry-level computing is considered to incorporate very basic computing knowledge, and 
keyboard and mouse skills, which allow users to become familiar with the computer. 
Examples of end-user (or computer) literacy include proficiency in MS Office (Excel, 
Word, PowerPoint, Access, Outlook, Internet Explorer), MS Project, ICDL (International 
Computer Driving Licence) and word processing (Word Perfect). These could also 
be considered intermediate-level courses directed towards an occupationally specific 
purpose. Certification in call-centre operations, for instance, is a qualification where 
several skills come together for efficient functioning. While the task requires some ICT 
expertise (e.g. documenting work processes), there are other skills (e.g. telephone 
etiquette and marketing or sales) that are especially important.
Advanced courses are those that require specialist expertise in a particular software 
environment. This would include courses such as CorelDraw and, in the technical field, 
graphics and electronic publishing.
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Certification conforms to the level of complexity of the course. Entry-level or beginner 
courses, and some intermediate-level courses, are certified by means of a ‘course 
attendance certificate’. Those courses subject to certification begin with a ‘certificate’ for 
the most basic level; this is followed by an advanced certificate. The award of a diploma 
normally requires a considerable level of course complexity. A degree, only awarded 
by a select number of accredited providers, is a level higher than the diploma. Very few 
private providers qualify to award these in terms of the current criteria, which include the 
provision of adequate resources, full-time trained personnel and financial and programme 
articulation and sustainability – areas that make this the preserve of public universities 
with the necessary infrastructural support. 

Almost 64 per cent of providers reportedly offered courses at beginner, intermediate 
and advanced levels. This suggests that the majority (almost two-thirds) offer courses at 
all levels. In other words, specialisation at different skills levels is not a characteristic of 
most providers. Figure 5.5 indicates the number of providers offering these courses. Most 
providers (85 per cent) offer courses at the intermediate level, but an equally significant 
number also offer courses at entry level (79 per cent) and advanced level (79 per cent). 
This is not unusual, since the training provider’s hardware and software systems are likely 
to be able to accommodate all skills levels without any dramatic capital commitment, 
except for course and personnel costs.

Figure 5.5: Proportions of courses offered by ICT training providers at different skills levels

Note: A provider included in one level, might well be included in the other levels.

Training in application software (also called end-user programmes), which includes 
database programmes, word processors and spreadsheets, forms an important 
component of ICT skilling at the intermediate level. Figure 5.6 shows that about 20 
per cent of the courses are presented as application software (intermediate level), 15 
per cent as networking and hardware and 13 per cent as Internet development. Other 
courses offered at the intermediate level include business applications (11 per cent), 
electronic publishing (6 per cent), database management (6 per cent) and Internet/Web 
development (13 per cent). Courses considered by providers to fall in the ‘advanced 
category’ include networking and hardware (15 per cent), programming (10 per cent) and 
operating systems (6 per cent). While there is likely to be overlap in each of these levels, 
intermediate courses make up 43 per cent of courses, while more advanced programmes 
make up 31 per cent of all courses offered by providers.
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Figure 5.6: Major ICT fields of study, percentage share of all courses offered

Number of courses offered

In order to ensure sustainability, providers diversify either their clients or the offerings 
they provide. In terms of the diversity of offerings, the advantage of ICT provision is that 
providers are able to deliver as many course offerings as their hardware and software can 
support. Private ICT providers are, therefore, unique in that they offer an extraordinary 
number of courses at their sites. The number of courses offered ranges from less than 
50 to more than 200. Most providers (203 of 257) offer 50 or fewer courses, 29 providers 
offer between 51 and 100 courses, while only a few providers (20) offer more than 100 
courses (see Figure 5.7). 

Figure 5.7: Number of private ICT training providers, in terms of number of courses offered

The considerable number of courses on offer per provider is explained by the fact that 
courses, most of which are delivered under licence, can quite easily be provided off the 
same IT resource base/system if there is sufficient demand. 
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Programme delivery dynamics: short-term, full-time and part-time provision

Instructor-led delivery
Private training provision is characterised by instructor-led delivery methods (Akoojee 
2005). The private ICT sector is the most popular means through which to deliver 
course material. This has been confirmed in a recent skills audit conducted for the 
national Department of Labour, which pointed out that company training types clearly 
favoured the more formal and structured modes of training, rather than informal modes 
(e.g. on-the-job training and mentoring) (Paterson, McGrath & Badroodien 2005: iv). 
Formal modes were defined as those ‘skills programmes presented in-house or by 
an external agency, while informal modes were defined as “on-the-job” training and 
mentoring’. Quantitative evidence in the present study corroborated this trend. Only a 
small proportion (23 per cent) of providers used e-enabled learning exclusively to deliver 
courseware online, and this was reflective of learner choice.

In addition, this study pointed to a particular form of training conducted in this sector. In 
the case of software training, instructors guided learners ‘step by step’ through pre-designed 
software, requiring that learners complete some aspects on their own to augment this. 
Courses required very little in terms of technical expertise from trainers, who used training 
manuals provided by the vendor. Therefore, course development is not a characteristic of 
provision in the sector. The presence of instructors was crucial, nevertheless, to the success 
of training. Thus, despite the term ‘blended learning’ being used quite often to describe 
what was considered a ‘mixed-delivery mode’, it did not signal a shift away from instructor-
led learning methods. The importance of support was also emphasised in that even 
‘distance providers’ established a dedicated call centre to enable students to be provided 
with the appropriate support, as the case of Provider A in this study indicated. 

Delivery forms: short-term, full-time and part-time provision
It is important to distinguish between three broad types of provision. In addition to 
conventional notions of full-time and part-time provision used in the public sector, the 
defining feature of provision in the ICT training sector is what we have termed ‘short-term 
provision’. 

Short-term provision, as opposed to full-time and part-time provision, refers to the 
delivery of courses for a fixed, short period. This study showed that in 2004, almost 77 
per cent of courses offered by private ICT training institutions used this form of provision, 
referred to as ‘short courses’. This is reinforced by another study into private FET 
provision that showed private providers typically offering courses of short duration (i.e. 
1–7 days) (Akoojee 2005). Information obtained from providers suggests that corporate 
clients favoured this option to minimise disruption to the production process. Provider B, 
for instance, reflected on the need for companies to minimise what it termed ‘downtime’. 
Since this aspect was considered an important feature of their success, it was a significant 
factor in planning customised training for clients. 

Short-term provision for walk-in clients takes the form of certificate programmes delivered 
at predetermined times. Providers normally offer ‘attendance certificates’ as proof of 
course completion. 

The notions part-time and full-time are not dissimilar to those held in the public post-
school sector. Full-time provision refers to a form of interaction where learners are 
provided instruction largely during working/office hours in the course of the conventional 
public academic year. Part-time provision refers to a form of interaction outside of office 
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hours, conventionally during the evenings of the working week and on Saturdays. 
Provision forms have differing financial implications for public and private providers. For 
public FET providers, government subsidy is based on enrolment in recognised NATED 
programmes. Thus, full-time student numbers determine the extent of financial subsidy 
received. While public providers are encouraged to expand their student numbers, this 
is expected to be done for full-time post-school students (the pre-employed). Private 
providers, on the other hand, are wholly sustained by the actual numbers of students 
enrolled, and it matters not how or when these students are provided with training 
opportunities. This gives rise to a diversified training form, in terms of both the times 
of delivery (outside of working hours) and the kind of student that is provided with 
learning opportunities. This imperative ensures that private providers keep abreast of 
what the market is demanding and of what different kinds of client might be interested 
in. Consequently, private providers generally respond to a much wider array of clients 
and needs, compared with their public counterparts, making them more responsive to 
the needs of both the labour market and different kinds of learners. Therefore, they 
benefit from the advantage of not having to address social concerns or having to ensure 
that those unlikely to be afforded an opportunity are catered for. Of course, the safety 
net that public providers have in being subsidised means that, in many instances, their 
sustainability is not threatened; although, more recently, there have been some concerns 
about reaching appropriate student numbers in order to retain their identity as separate 
institutions.

There are important differences characterising part-time and full-time learner cohorts in 
the private ICT sector. Full-time learners are most likely to be out-of-school youth or the 
recently unemployed mature learner, while part-time learners are likely to be mature 
and employed, intending to upskill themselves at either their own or their employer’s 
expense. The latter were referred to as ‘self-paying’ clients by one provider, to distinguish 
them from learners who are sourced from corporate clients. 

The format of both full-time and part-time provision is not dissimilar to that of public 
colleges, except for certification in partial fulfilment of a qualification, with the option 
of returning to study at a more convenient time. Students at Provider D specifically 
mentioned this issue and cited instances of past students availing themselves of the 
opportunity to continue studying at a later time. In particular, for learners who cannot 
afford full-time study, the benefit of attaining a qualification while awaiting employment 
is important. More significantly, the possibility of continuing part-time study while in 
employment represents a powerful reason for studying at these institutions. Should a job 
offer be forthcoming, the learner would have the option of continuing with the studies 
while not having to turn down the employment opportunity. Such learners normally 
continued studying, often in a part-time capacity. This is a particularly useful education 
and training option in a context of high unemployment and where opportunities for 
obtaining the appropriate job-related experience cannot be lost. It was for this reason that 
private providers tended to break down their offerings into components, which certified 
learners at particular levels. Thus, Provider D offered certification for modules completed, 
without any time constraint. Most providers awarded certificates for partial completion 
of particular modules, which indicated the levels of skill attained. Private providers, 
therefore, offered a seamless programme structure that allowed almost automatic 
switching from full-time to part-time provision. Because public providers often did not 
have a part-time component running concurrently with the full-time programme, they 
were generally not able to display this kind of flexibility.



Fr
ee

 d
ow

nl
oa

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.h
sr

cp
re

ss
.a

c.
za

ict skills at the intermediate level in south africa

46

In addition, the variety of short courses offered by private providers allows for much 
more flexibility in terms of when the courses may be completed and the types of 
certification that may be awarded. Qualifications and courses offered varied from three 
months (referred to as a module) to three-and-a-half years. Interestingly, the way in 
which programmes were presented allowed for a greater degree of lifelong learning than 
was the case in the public sector. The modularisation of longer courses enabled much 
better access and lifelong learning options than were possible in the public FET colleges. 

Providers who delivered courseware in different modes reported that some learner groups 
were more profitable than others. The part-time and short-term client groups (those 
regarded as responsive to the corporate sector) were considered by Provider C to be 
much more lucrative than the full-time client group, and ventured the explanation that the 
latter group was being subsidised by the part-timers. 

Quality matters

Notions of product quality differ markedly between training providers. In adjudging 
education quality, agreeing on criteria becomes particularly problematic since it is 
difficult, or almost impossible, to arrive objectively at a uniformly acceptable conception 
of what constitutes quality (Harvey & Green 1993). Essentially, the difficulty lies in the 
different expectations of quality held by the numerous stakeholders involved – learners, 
parents, educators, governors, education and training quality assurance (ETQA) 
departments, employers and providers – and the decision as to whose notion of quality 
should be accepted. However, some commonly accepted criteria for quality programmes 
in South Africa include the need to achieve credits towards qualifications, the need for 
the awards achieved to be valid and recognised, and the need for such credits to be 
portable (i.e. usable educationally within the system). Clearly, evidence of the relevance 
of these qualifications to the learner’s self-development and to the employer must also 
count as an important indicator of quality. 

For private providers of education and training, much has been said about the need to 
ensure that appropriate notions of quality form the basis for government intervention to 
regulate the sector so that vulnerable learners are not exploited (RSA 1998). While this 
research was not directed specifically at assessing quality or making quality judgements, 
there were several issues that enabled us to understand private ICT training provision 
from the vantage point of quality. 

Most private providers visited referred to the ‘superior quality’ of their offerings 
compared to their counterparts. They argued that quality represented the defining 
characteristic of their provision, especially because client or learner perceptions of quality 
determined their ability to survive in what was a competitive market. Corporate clients 
considered quality lapses to be significant; these translated into wasted resources, and 
the opportunity cost of production time lost made them unacceptable. Nevertheless, 
perceptions of quality differed from one provider to the next. For most providers, the 
success rate of their students at externally assessed examinations was considered an 
important indicator of quality. Others suggested that the ‘experience’ of the learning 
interaction was as important as the assessment. For this group, learner perception 
instruments were incorporated into every programme and course delivered. Still others 
considered the quality of their resources to be significant to the overall quality of  
their provision. 
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For specialist corporate ICT training providers, quality was considered an indispensable 
feature of provision. Providers reported that their provision was assessed continuously 
on the basis of the results of examinations conducted externally as well as the quality of 
the interaction, including matters such as logistics. It was important for Provider B, for 
example, that issues such as the quality of refreshments, timing of breaks and comfort 
and suitability of the venue were taken into account as indications of quality. Participant 
or learner perceptions of content and the quality of the interaction were considered 
important measures. Learner perceptions were also measured for every programme 
delivered. Student feedback mechanisms (called the ‘student quality measure’) were 
considered integral to what was referred to as the ‘service quality loop’. 

The consideration of client satisfaction was widened for corporate providers. For 
Provider B, for instance, it was particularly important that the rating by the ‘sourcing 
authority’ – the HR department – was considered as an element of quality assurance. The 
evaluation by what was considered the ‘account executive’ of the client company was 
also important in their ‘quality loop’. If the rating by the account executive did not reach 
acceptable levels, senior management investigated the areas considered to be less than 
adequate. Evaluation by the account executive was expected to exceed 70 per cent (7 
of 10 categories of satisfaction, which included all aspects of the education and training 
experience, from reception to food to actual learning interaction). For Provider B, if 
quality is considered by the client to be seriously lacking, the promise of a free repeat 
session is honoured. Private providers responding to corporate environments consider 
quality to be an important means by which they are to be sustained. 

Non-specialist ‘walk-in’ client providers considered that learner notions of quality were 
dominated by their access to computer resources, especially the computer contact time 
allowed to them. They also thought that students were particularly concerned about the 
responsiveness staff showed to student needs. There was a sense that an important factor 
in perceptions of quality was the ability of the students to obtain employment, which 
was, in part, the result of the prestige and status of the institution. 

Assessment and accreditation

There are various models for assessing the programmes of private providers. Providers 
reported that they issued attendance certificates for short courses, and computer-based 
assessment tests for longer courses and internal examinations. They also sometimes used 
external accreditation bodies for certifying certificates and diplomas for more advanced 
courses. 

As a rule, short-term training interactions were certified by ‘attendance certificates’. The 
impact of these on learning or productivity has not been determined, but they do serve 
as evidence that training has taken place. This level of ‘certification’ provided an avenue 
by which employers were able to get rebates on their skills development levies. The 
problem with these certificates was that they only prove attendance and, as such, are 
likely to carry little weight in the employment market, although education providers might 
consider these relevant for placement purposes. The extent of this practice in the ICT 
field must be a concern. Some programmes (e.g. ICDL and all Microsoft courses) carry 
international certification and are assessed not internally but at accredited testing centres. 
Most assessment was observed to be conducted online, which allows for a degree of 
uniformity of standards. The costs of taking these examinations are charged separately 
from the instructional and programme material costs. 
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Local accreditation

The issue of regulation is viewed as representing the essential contradiction of the ‘free 
market’ system. While, on the one hand, there is a need to create a sustainable, vibrant 
and unrestrained socio-economic climate for the survival of a business phenomenon, on 
the other, there is a need to ensure its control by regulation. The challenge of regulation 
is described aptly in Education White Paper 3 as follows:

The key challenge is expanding the role of private institutions to create an 
environment that neither suffocates educationally sound and sustainable private 
institutions with state over-regulation, nor allows a plethora of poor quality, 
unsustainable ‘fly-by-night’ operators into the market. (RSA 1997: Para. 2.55)

This is an important reminder, given that it is directed at ensuring survival of the sector. 
It was observed, however, that national regulation of private provision is considered by 
providers to be a messy bureaucratic process with considerable uncertainty about the 
authority responsible, and the procedure required, for registration. The recent confusion 
over the role and functions of the South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA), after a 
governmental review of its form and function, has not helped the sector in clearing up 
this uncertainty. 

Regulation of ICT training is currently provided by various bodies. The ISETT SETA 
accredits a quarter of the courses presented by private ICT training institutions (Roodt 
2003). The Computing Technology Industry Association (CompTIA) accredits around 11 
per cent of the courses, 10 per cent of the courses are accredited by the PROMETRIC 
assessment centre, 9 per cent by the Information Technology Association (ITA) and 5 per 
cent through Microsoft certification. 

At the time that this research was conducted, providers referred to a range of national 
accrediting structures to which they had applied for legitimacy, including SAQA, UMALUSI 
(the accreditation Council for the General and Further Education and Training Sector), 
the ISETT SETA and the national Department of Education (DoE). Further national and 
international assessment and accrediting authorities supplemented this.

Most providers referred to ISETT SETA accreditation. In reality, as the education and 
training quality-assurance arm of the ICT sector, it is likely to be an important player in 
quality assuring the providers and qualifications. The ISETT SETA website currently lists 
the following categories of quality registration: accredited training providers, provisionally 
accredited training providers, and approved training providers (ISETT SETA 2006a). The 
differences between these have not been determined. 

The ISETT SETA website refers to only three ‘accredited qualifications as at 26 January 
2006’ – National Certificate in Telecommunications for Customer Premises Equipment, 
Levels 2, 3 and 4. 

The qualifications recognised by the ISETT SETA are by no means reflective of 
the qualifications that exist on the ground, and it is evident that the process has a 
considerable way to go before being resolved. If the SETA is expecting all qualifications 
to undergo the unit standard approach required, it is likely to be in for a very long 
bureaucratic struggle. Developing criteria and processes by which foreign qualifications 
could be reviewed and legitimated for South African purposes might be especially 
valuable. 
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This is important, since one of the issues referred to by a number of providers is the 
excessive time taken to register any qualification. In a fast-changing sector, this is 
especially disconcerting and is detrimental to the training and development needs of the 
sector. One provider (Provider B) pointed out sardonically that ‘by the time it takes the 
SETA to register the qualification, it is likely to be made redundant’. This provider added 
that ‘once you submit [an application] you literally wait 8 or 9 months before you get 
any sort of indication of where along the process they are’. Another provider (Provider 
A) considered this the ‘biggest barrier’ to the development of the ICT training sector. The 
lack of a clearly defined strategy by the SETA to deal with the registration conundrum has 
not been very useful. 

Providers have referred to their pre-registration with the DoE, conducted in 2001/02, 
and the submission of records of some courses to SAQA and UMALUSI, as evidence of 
national accreditation. Since this development, there has been considerable uncertainty 
about the sector, as a result of the government review of SAQA functions and lines of 
responsibility. The intervening uncertainty between the period of pre-registration and the 
current period in which the DoE is registering providers has created significant confusion. 

Legislation requires providers to register (as an institution) with the DoE. The 
requirements for registration are linked to broad enterprise sustainability issues, especially 
compliance with regulations pertaining to company law. The latter is the product of the 
need to ensure that someone is held accountable if institutions are not able to deliver on 
the promises made. In addition to these institutional registration requirements, providers 
have to ensure that courses are quality-assured by UMALUSI. Indications are that this 
responsibility will be devolved to the SETAs, which will be quality-assured to undertake 
this function. Providers also reported that current legislation is messy. The requirement 
that providers register as an institution with the DoE and then have courses quality-
assured by another body (a SETA under UMALUSI) was considered by providers to be a 
particularly arduous and cumbersome process, especially in the light of the bureaucratic 
and capacity problems that have been experienced in other government departments. 

While this is the case, there is clearly a need for some regulation. Instances of abuse 
have been reported in the popular press. However, little can be done in the absence of 
a clearly identifiable set of standards to which the industry can be held accountable. In 
this regard, the existence of a voluntary association, the Association of Private Providers 
of Education, Training and Development (APPETD), represents a potential mechanism for 
holding its members accountable. In the absence of any legislative sanction, however, it 
simply serves as an information-sharing and representative lobby group for the private 
education and training sector. It does, however, ensure that members respect the ethical 
standards for conducting business practice and, for the for-profit sector, it serves as an 
important safety check to ensure that members abide by acceptable standards. At the time 
of writing, APPETD boasted a membership of 600 nationally in the private education and 
training spectrum (APPETD 2007). 

International accreditation

ICT is one area in which established local training providers are aligned with international 
vendors. Reliance on ‘global’ software and hardware in the corporate sector makes 
internationalisation in this sector a particularly pertinent aspect of training provision. The 
Microsoft domination of end-user computing, for instance, makes local accreditation less 
significant, especially since training in courseware development is undertaken outside of the 
country, and the sources of international accreditation are located outside of the country. 
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Some national computer training organisations, especially those not targeting the 
government sector, do not refer to any national accreditation. They believe that it is 
unnecessary, since the legitimacy of their qualification stretches beyond national borders.

Most providers in the private ICT sector, therefore, prefer recognition by private 
international accreditation agencies, since these are in demand by both employers and 
potential learners. While most of these providers do not have any nationally recognised 
official credentials, their well-established international links provide the necessary 
credibility. They offer not only the possibility of overseas employment opportunities, but 
also the benefit of using uniform standards attested to by the producer of the product. 

Specialist assessment agencies

ICT companies employ specialist computer-based ICT assessment providers to ensure 
that their qualifications meet externally defensible and ‘objective’ skills standards. Various 
specialised assessment companies exist. These include the Pastel Accounting Authorised 
Training Centre, CompTIA Education Centre, Authorised Prometric Testing Centre, Oracle 
Training Centre and Symantec Training Partner. One testing organisation, Thomson 
Prometric, is a computer-based testing and assessment institution that undertakes 
‘outcomes-oriented’ assessment of particular qualifications. Its website argues that the 
quality of assessment is critical to the reputation of the provider, and points out that 
‘the quality of [the] examination and credentialing program can help ensure that [the] 
exam satisfies…design objectives, market requirements and legally defensible standards’ 
(Prometric 2006). 

Another locally administered qualification with an international link is the non-vendor 
specific International Computer Driving Licence (ICDL). Administered by a non-profit 
organisation under the auspices of the Computer Society of South Africa (CSSA), it has 
established itself as the standard for entry-level computer proficiency in sub-Saharan 
Africa. The ICDL website points to its international connections: 

The ICDL is an end-user standard out-and-out…To obtain the ICDL a student 
must demonstrate practical proficiency in each of the most commonly used 
software tools…In Europe it is known as the European Computer Driving 
Licence. The ICDL is the only European Union recognised IT qualification at 
present. Worldwide…it is administered by the European Computer Driving 
Licence Foundation. (ICDL 2007)

Students are expected to pass all seven modules with an average in excess of 80 per 
cent. The stringent standards for passing this qualification are directed at ensuring that the 
integrity of the qualification remains intact. The value of the qualification in South Africa 
is enhanced by association with the ‘major’ European computer societies. It also becomes 
significant for those intending to spend some time working and living overseas. 

There are vendors who provide vendor-specific certification, including Certified Internet 
Webmaster (CIW), IBM Certifications and Microsoft Certified Solution Provider. The 
existence of cross-national ICT assessment companies represents an important feature of 
this sector. It would be useful to align these with national accreditation agencies. 

Providers argue that since assessment is conducted by specialised assessment institutions 
that are recognised internationally, they respond to appropriate quality standards. One 
internationally franchised provider (Provider B) boldly pointed out that ‘the training we 
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do in SA is of the same quality that you can expect in America, UK or any other branch 
in the world’. The same provider added that ‘the biggest contribution we can give to the 
market…is that the quality we provide is of international standard’. 

Admission and access 

Admission requirements are considered a particularly significant issue for South African 
education policy. They bring to bear issues of access and have important implications 
for the redress of education and training opportunities in the country. Consequently, 
policy documents refer to the need for alternative means by which prior knowledge and 
skills could be assessed and taken on board to expand access to skills opportunities. The 
official South African education terminology refers to the ‘recognition of prior learning’ 
(RPL). The way RPL is interpreted in this sector serves as an instructive example of how 
access to education and training can be realised for those excluded in the past. The issues 
of admission requirements, RPL and costs are discussed below.

Admission requirements

‘Admission requirements’ are not an issue for private ICT providers. For public providers, 
learner inclusion is dependent on prior paper qualifications, and all marketing material is 
underscored by the various entry requirements for courses. For private providers, it would 
be difficult to find publicly available material specifying entry requirements. One provider 
(Provider D) indicated that ‘admission requirements are not cast in stone’. As a rule, 
providers do not specify certification for entry into ICT courses. The responsibility for 
ensuring that learners have the capability for doing the course is left, by and large, with 
themselves. One provider (Provider E) ventured that learners are required to be minimally 
competent in basic English language communication skills, but also pointed out that those 
who were not were unlikely to apply for training. 

The lack of clearly defined entry requirements meant that learners could be slotted into 
an appropriate course that took on board the skills level of the user. It has also been 
suggested that because providers sometimes make attempts to accommodate different 
skills levels within the same ‘class’ unit, there was no need to ensure that hard and fast 
entry requirements pertained (Roodt 2003). 

RPL

RPL is considered a cornerstone of the new education dispensation, devised principally 
to ensure access and provide redress for prior lack of educational opportunity (Akoojee 
& Nkomo 2007b). While the way in which RPL is interpreted by private providers is 
not consistent with the official notion, a working interpretation of the requirement of 
relevant previous knowledge exists in the sector. RPL is interpreted as acknowledging the 
‘relevance of previous knowledge’, and is consistent with recognising the knowledge in 
terms of the purpose for which it is to be used. It allows providers to accept learners who 
do not have the relevant paper qualifications to access particular programmes. This allows 
access to opportunities not previously afforded to those who were unable to access them 
in the past. While the motivation for this is less the product of access imperatives than 
profit and sustainability, results suggests that RPL allows significant access into the sector. 
While the notion of RPL can be subject to abuse, there are important built-in checks 
and balances that moderate this tendency. The most important of these is that learners 
would be unlikely to continue paying for a course that they considered themselves 
incapable of completing. This is so especially for disadvantaged walk-in clients, who are 
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offered a monthly payment plan by most providers. Some providers offer the option of 
free tuition should candidates not be able to afford it. Thus, for private providers, RPL is 
implemented in an interesting manner that makes it responsive to the task at hand, unlike 
public providers who are sometimes accused of using previous certification as a screening 
mechanism to restrict access. 

Costs

If admission requirements are not exclusionary, costs certainly are. It has been argued 
that the notion of ‘choice’ is a postmodern myth. Apple (2000: 60) sees the consumer 
choice implicit in privatisation as one in which those without funds are automatically 
excluded: 

The metaphors of the consumer and the supermarket are actually quite 
apposite…For just as in real life, there are individuals who indeed can go into 
supermarkets and choose among a vast array of similar or diverse products...
there are those who can only engage in what can best be called ‘postmodern 
consumption’. They stand outside the supermarket and can only consume the 
image. 

The ‘supermarket’ metaphor makes critical links with the way in which education has 
been commodified by privatisation and, in a sense, depoliticised of its intrinsic social 
egalitarian purpose. While privatisation catapults the country onto the global playing 
field, it creates inequity. This, in turn, opens the way for the preservation of the inherent 
inequity that was characteristic of the previous apartheid order, albeit without the racial 
tag. 

Costs of courses are wide-ranging. Providers reported that courses cost from R500 to 
R20 000. In general, intermediate-level courses were cheaper, depending on duration, 
mode of delivery (short or long term) and whether they were conducted on a full-time 
or part-time basis. Most providers responding to walk-in clients had monthly payment 
plans. Corporate clients were offered various incentives including discounts and reduced 
tutorial costs. In addition, most providers excluded the examination fees from the costs 
of tuition, which lowered the price tag substantially. Providers who responded to walk-in 
clients were more concerned about the costs of provision than were those responding to 
corporate clients, who were more interested in quality issues.

The legislative context

The national legislative context has had some notable impacts on the supply of ICT skills 
at the intermediate level. While providers admitted some frustration with the lack of 
direction in the registration process, some have admitted that the national skills regime 
has had some influence on demand. 

Skills development legislation has required some providers to expand the range of services 
offered to clients. In addition to training, providers offer a ‘one-stop shop’, which has 
enabled companies to reclaim their skills levies for training provided. Training companies 
have routinely used the services of a skills development facilitator who is able to draw up a 
skills development plan for the company, thereby enabling it to reclaim a significant part of 
the costs of the training. From the perspective of providers, this has not only allowed them 
to secure clients but has also ensured that they are able to promise considerable savings to 
companies. Providers B and E in this study have allowed for this service. 
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Alignment of international and national accreditation

As mentioned earlier, ICT training providers are likely to have well-defined relationships 
(be they via franchises or accreditation/examination links) with international software 
and hardware vendors. The legitimacy of the international qualifications, which have not 
yet had to be aligned with national criteria, is still unclear. Already, some providers have 
ignored national legislation, which requires them to align their courses and certificates 
with national NQF criteria, in terms of a ‘unit standard’ format. Providers have expressed 
some disquiet about the effect of this on standards, especially in a context in which the 
legitimacy of the qualification has long been established. One provider (Provider B) 
articulated the need to align with the needs of the client, rather than with national needs: 
‘we tie…the course requirements to the requirements of the individual corporations we 
are dealing with…Even though it is not directly tied to a unit standard or a formal[ly] 
recognised South African qualification.’ The same provider pointed out that there needs to 
be some articulation between national legislation and international accreditation:

Computer based training is basically governed by courseware and material from 
vendors. There needs to be assimilation or some sort of cohesion between the 
vendors and the legislation and other levels of the sector.

While the technical specifications for course alignment are not emphasised, more 
attention is being paid, even by corporate providers, to supporting companies with 
significant black empowerment credentials. However, the extent to which the national 
legislative framework enables the quality of training to be improved has not been 
assessed. 

Summing up: provision of ICT training at the intermediate level

A review of the research into private provision of ICT skills at the intermediate level 
reveals a sector that is in a state of constant flux. The rapidly changing trends in the 
sector are reflected in the way that the sector responds to the incessant training demand. 
While the sector responds in many ways to trends consistent with those of the general 
private FET sector in South Africa (Akoojee 2005), there are notable differences.

The typology developed in this report provides a basis for understanding the considerable 
diversity of provision in the sector. In particular, this typology of the private ICT training 
sector recognises the extent of ICT specialisation, the predominant client focus, the 
ownership types and the locational features. In so doing, it identifies broad categories of 
training provision. 

Provision in the sector is not focused on a particular skills level, suggesting that most ICT 
provision does not target the intermediate level. Most specialist ICT training providers 
cater for all levels – end-user, intermediate and advanced  – or they provide ICT training 
together with other ‘soft skills’ like HR and business and entrepreneurship studies. 

Most specialist ICT training providers respond to the needs of the corporate sector. This 
sector represents the lucrative part of the ICT training market. These providers are less 
concerned about sustainability issues than are their counterparts who target the walk-in 
client. Providers who target courses at the general public need to diversify their offerings 
in order to ensure sustainability. 
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Provision types include short-term, full-time and part-time provision. Most training 
conducted for corporates takes the form of what we have called ‘short-term training’ (i.e. 
training for a period of 1–7 days). This is to be distinguished from full-time (during office 
hours for full qualifications) and part-time (after hours and weekends) training. Both 
forms are associated with distinct client types, with out-of-school youth being the target 
market for full-time provision. 

Of special note is the rapidity of change in the sector. Keeping up with changing software 
and hardware trends requires partnerships with specialised assessment and curriculum 
development sectors. Curricula are developed and assessed elsewhere; providers of ICT 
training are simply the medium through which material becomes available to clients.

The cross-national nature of the sector is particularly significant. Since most hardware 
and software is ‘owned’ by multinational corporate enterprises, the ability of national 
providers to develop training programmes that accord with these trends is limited. In 
some instances, training manuals and training are ‘sold’ together with the hardware, 
leaving local providers with the task of providing the human resources and instructional 
space for training. 

Contrary to expectations, most training is conducted by means of face-to-face instruction. 
The notion of blended learning exists, but is not preferred either by learners or by those 
who source the training. 

Quality is regulated by the industry. Numerous assessment centres exist to safeguard the 
legitimacy of qualifications. As self-contained businesses, assessment companies have 
a vested interest in ensuring that acceptable standards prevail with regard to particular 
qualifications. This places special challenges on the ability of national authorities to 
regulate the sector and bring it in line with national legislation. Careful attention must to 
be paid to who needs to be regulated and how this is to take place to ensure minimal 
upheaval in the sector. It might be feasible to engage current assessment organisations to 
ensure that qualifications are in line with national criteria. The reality is that international 
recognition is most important for learners. In the ICT training sector, as in the entire 
private education and training sector, three challenges remain – regulation, sustainability 
and quality.
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Conclusion
The South African economy has the potential to become particularly prominent in the 
services sector, and this provides an ideal opportunity to develop the appropriate skills. 
Opportunities are likely to be created in the call-centre industry, tele-work, networking, 
business process outsourcing and travel and tourism. Some of these have already been 
identified as high-priority areas in terms of the AsgiSA initiative. There has been a 
dramatic increase in demand for business-oriented ICT qualifications, which are important 
for business transactions and trade. South Africa has emerged as one of the favoured 
destinations for offshore outsourcing by global firms. The financial services industry will 
continue to lead the way in the offshoring of call centres, and South Africa can serve as 
the financial and business hub of the continent.

The ICT sector can play a role in providing opportunities for developing intermediate 
skills, because ICT intermediate skills can be obtained through informal and on-the-job 
training, as opposed to formal training. Furthermore, private ICT training institutions can 
contribute with the provision of short courses, in particular, which do not require strict 
entrance qualifications, provided that quality training is assured through accreditation. 

Progress has been made in the ICT sector with regard to demographic changes. In 
1994, half of the ICT sector was white, while in 2003, employment equity employees 
comprised more than half of the ICT workforce. These demographic changes, however, 
were predominantly in the ICT end-user component. As employment equity took hold, 
the proportion of black end-users increased by nearly 9 per cent, while white ICT end-
users decreased by nearly 16 per cent over this period. There is a need for ICT skills at 
the intermediate level, in particular, to address employment equity needs and the future 
availability of ICT skills, especially as the ravages of the impact of HIV/Aids take hold. 

Private provision patterns suggest a robust sector with some peculiar characteristics. 
The for-profit nature of the sector makes it remarkably responsive to clients, be they 
corporations or the general public. Providers tend also to show considerable ingenuity in 
course delivery, offering a range of courses responsive to most levels of provision. In this 
respect, the ability of the sector to be as inclusive as possible, by not placing too much 
emphasis on paper admission requirements, makes it quite effective as a means by which 
skills-deficiencies in the sector could be resolved. The cost imperative, however, is quite 
exclusionary and suggests that the sector is constantly on the lookout for alternative ways 
to sustain itself. Regulation of provision needs to take on board the internationalisation of 
the sector, specifically the way in which the sector is already ‘regulated’ by international 
assessment and accreditation institutions.

chapter 6
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