Institutional and Socio-Cultural Constraints in Technical and Vocational Education and Training: Insights from South Africa
Abstract
Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) in South Africa is repeatedly positioned as a central lever for youth employment, inclusive growth, and industrial development, yet its outcomes remain uneven and its social legitimacy contested. This review synthesises recent peer-reviewed scholarship on the institutional and socio-cultural constraints that shape TVET participation, provision quality, and post-college transitions. The review argues that constraints operate as a mutually reinforcing “constraint nexus”: institutional misalignments (between governance, funding logics, curriculum design, lecturer development, quality assurance, and employer engagement) interact with socio-cultural dynamics (status hierarchies between vocational and academic tracks, gendered and classed occupational imaginaries, stigma, language and identity, and historically produced distrust in state capability). Evidence indicates that colleges often confront contradictory policy signals and compliance regimes, while partnerships with employers and workplace learning opportunities remain fragile and uneven. At the same time, learners navigate powerful perceptions that vocational routes are inferior or risky, which influences programme choice, persistence, and aspiration formation. The review highlights emerging conceptual contributions using capability, Bourdieusian, Freirean, and decolonial lenses to explain why technical training reforms can fail when they neglect recognition, agency, and social meaning. The paper concludes with integrative implications for policy and research, emphasising institutional coherence, credible progression routes, lecturer professional formation, and socially anchored strategies to rebuild the symbolic value of vocational pathways.
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1. Introduction
South Africa’s TVET system is expected to contribute simultaneously to economic competitiveness, poverty reduction, and social inclusion, while also addressing historically entrenched inequality. These expectations are amplified by a labour market characterised by high youth unemployment and a persistent “middle-skills” challenge. Yet, despite substantial public investment and policy attention, TVET colleges continue to be described in the literature as navigating persistent constraints that undermine teaching and learning quality, workplace relevance, completion, and progression. Scholars increasingly argue that these challenges cannot be understood as merely technical matters of curriculum or funding. They are also deeply social: TVET is located within a stratified post-school landscape where status, recognition, and trust influence how programmes are chosen, valued, and used by learners, employers, and communities.
A growing body of work suggests that TVET performance problems are often reproduced through feedback loops: weak labour-market linkages and limited progression routes reinforce stigma, which shapes learner demand and employer engagement; this, in turn, can justify more compliance-heavy accountability regimes that may further narrow institutional autonomy and crowd out developmental work. Recent contributions in South Africa also extend beyond “skills supply” narratives by foregrounding the political economy of skills planning, the institutional dynamics of colleges, and the socio-cultural production of aspiration, dignity, and vocational identity (Allais & Ngcwangu, 2025; Majola et al., 2024; Powell, 2012). 
1.1 Scope and objectives
This review focuses on institutional and socio-cultural constraints in South African TVET, and how they interact to shape learner experiences and outcomes. The objectives are to: (i) synthesise recent scholarship on institutional constraints, including governance dynamics, curriculum and qualification issues, lecturer development, quality assurance, and employer engagement; (ii) synthesise socio-cultural constraints, including stigma, gendered and classed occupational imaginaries, and the social meaning of vocational routes; (iii) integrate these strands into an explanatory account of how constraints reinforce each other across levels; and (iv) identify implications for policy, practice, and future research.

2. Methods for literature selection
This is a narrative review article and does not follow PRISMA guideline. This review used a structured narrative approach to identify and synthesise peer-reviewed literature focused on South African TVET constraints. Searches were conducted across Scopus, Web of Science, ERIC, Google Scholar, and African journal portals that index South African education research (including SciELO South Africa and publisher platforms hosting local accredited journals). The search strategy combined terms for the sector and country with constraint-related terms. Typical search strings included combinations such as: “South Africa” AND (“TVET” OR “technical and vocational education and training” OR “FET college” OR “vocational college”) AND (“governance” OR “institution*” OR “implementation” OR “lecturer development” OR “work-integrated learning” OR “employer engagement” OR “articulation” OR “stigma” OR “perceptions” OR “gender” OR “aspiration”). The primary date range emphasised 2012–2025, with deliberate preference for 2018–2025 publications while retaining a small number of influential earlier papers that are repeatedly cited as conceptual anchors in the South African context (e.g., capability-oriented analyses of vocational aspiration and social policy linkages).
Inclusion criteria were: (i) peer-reviewed journal articles (and a small number of peer-reviewed book chapters where a DOI was available) with an explicit South African TVET focus; (ii) empirical or theoretically grounded analyses addressing institutional functioning, socio-cultural dynamics, or their interaction; and (iii) clear relevance to constraints affecting participation, learning processes, college governance, labour-market linkage, or progression. Exclusion criteria were: (i) studies focused solely on university vocational programmes without TVET relevance; (ii) descriptive reports lacking peer review; and (iii) publications without verifiable DOIs, given the requirement for DOI-identified referencing. After initial screening of titles and abstracts, full texts were prioritised where they contributed either (a) strong empirical evidence on constraints (multi-site qualitative, mixed methods, or robust case studies) or (b) integrative conceptual frameworks relevant to South Africa’s institutional history and social stratification. Synthesis proceeded through thematic coding around institutional domains (governance, curriculum, lecturers, quality regimes, partnerships, progression) and socio-cultural domains (status, gender, class, identity, aspiration), followed by integration to identify recurring cross-level mechanisms and feedback loops.

3. Conceptual framing: constraints as a cross-level “nexus”
A key limitation in policy debate is the tendency to treat constraints as separable “factors”: for example, poor curriculum alignment, inadequate workplace learning placements, or negative perceptions of vocational routes. The South African literature increasingly suggests that these elements co-produce one another through institutional and cultural mechanisms.
First, institutional analyses highlight how governance structures, incentive systems, and accountability arrangements shape what colleges prioritise and what they are capable of doing. In skills-planning and employer-engagement systems, for example, complex regulations and incentives can backfire, producing weak data and limited employer leadership, which undermines the credibility of “demand-led” rhetoric (Allais & Ngcwangu, 2025). Second, socio-cultural analyses show how the symbolic status of TVET influences student decision-making, persistence, and transitions. In stratified post-school systems, vocational routes can be perceived as “second best,” shaping who enrols, how they interpret their educational identity, and how employers interpret qualifications.
Multiple theoretical lenses illuminate these dynamics. The capability approach has been used in South Africa to argue that vocational education should not be evaluated only by narrow employment outcomes, but by how it expands learners’ real freedoms to aspire, to navigate pathways, and to secure dignified livelihoods under structural constraint (Powell, 2012; Powell, 2021). Bourdieusian perspectives emphasise that vocational choices and outcomes are shaped by cultural capital, habitus, and field-level hierarchies, including enduring hierarchies between academic and vocational knowledge and the social reproduction of inequality (Ronnie, 2023). Freirean analyses, applied to graduate struggles and progression barriers, foreground how institutional arrangements can constrain agency and recognition even when formal access expands (Majola et al., 2024; Majola, 2025a). Decolonial arguments further insist that vocational curricula and institutional cultures cannot be separated from histories of race, labour segmentation, and epistemic hierarchy, and that reform must address whose knowledge is legitimised and whose futures are imagined as valuable (Anthonie, 2019; Ngcwangu, 2015). 

4. Institutional constraints in South African TVET
4.1 Governance fragmentation, incentives, and “implementation drift”
Institutional analyses of South African TVET repeatedly point to tensions between central steering and local responsiveness. Colleges are expected to meet national targets and comply with administrative regimes, while also tailoring provision to local labour markets and supporting diverse learners. Where compliance demands dominate, leadership time and organisational learning can be redirected from developmental work towards reporting and procedural performance. At the system level, skills planning and employer engagement structures can become complex bureaucratic fields with incentives that do not reliably translate into authentic employer leadership or meaningful signals about labour-market demand. Allais and Ngcwangu (2025) show how employer engagement for skills planning can go wrong, with incentives and regulations producing weak data and limited employer ownership, undermining “demand-led” claims in practice. 
Earlier political-economy work also cautions that skills systems can become a substitute narrative for deeper social policy challenges, producing a recurring expectation that “skills” alone will solve unemployment and inequality. Allais (2012) argues that vocational and skills policies must be understood in relation to broader social policy and labour-market structures, not as stand-alone technical fixes. This matters because institutional designs often embed assumptions about employability, employer behaviour, and labour absorption that may not hold in contexts of weak job growth and segmented labour markets.
4.2 Curriculum and qualification design, relevance, and articulation
Qualification credibility and progression routes are central institutional constraints. South Africa’s TVET landscape includes multiple qualification streams and long-standing debates about their labour-market value and articulation into higher education. Misalignment between the intended purposes of qualifications and how they are recognised by employers and universities can produce a credibility gap that affects both student motivation and employer engagement.
College-level curriculum reform is also institutionally demanding. Terblanche and Bitzer (2018) argue that meaningful curriculum change in South African TVET colleges requires explicit curriculum leadership, capacity building, and institutional support structures, rather than assuming that compliance with revised curricula will generate improved responsiveness. This resonates with wider international VET debates, but in South Africa it is intensified by historical inequalities in institutional capacity and uneven access to industry-standard infrastructure. Curriculum relevance therefore becomes not only a content question but a capability question: whether colleges have the organisational conditions, lecturer expertise, and partnership ecology to translate curricular intentions into meaningful learning experiences.
Articulation problems are not only administrative; they are socially consequential because they shape whether vocational choices are seen as opening or closing futures. Majola’s recent work on NC(V) graduates highlights how systemic misalignments between vocational training, university admission criteria, and employer expectations can constrain progression and produce “pathway frustration,” even when policy messages promise dual routes to work and further study (Majola, 2025b). 
4.3 Lecturer capability, professional formation, and leadership cultures
TVET lecturer capability is repeatedly identified as a bottleneck for quality improvement, but the literature cautions against treating it as an individual deficit. Lecturer development depends on institutional conditions: workloads, opportunities for industry exposure, professional learning communities, and coherent performance-development systems. When lecturer development is framed primarily through accountability and appraisal, it can lose its developmental orientation.
Paterson et al. (2024) analyse the national performance management system for TVET lecturers and argue that performance appraisal and continuing professional development need functional integration and supportive institutional resources if they are to improve teaching and learning rather than become ritualised compliance. At the organisational culture level, leadership practices influence whether professional development is experienced as enabling or punitive. Bester (2023) links inclusive leadership and strategic visioning to organisational mechanisms that can strengthen TVET college performance, suggesting that leadership is not only managerial but also relational and sense-making work in complex institutions.
Internationally oriented but South Africa-grounded work also emphasises that lecturer professionalism is shaped by how vocational knowledge is valued and governed. Ronnie’s (2023) Bourdieusian analysis highlights how institutional fields and status hierarchies influence identities and expectations, which has implications for lecturer morale, recruitment, and the symbolic authority of vocational teaching. 
4.4 College–industry partnerships and the fragility of “workplace relevance”
Workplace relevance is a central promise of TVET, but employer engagement is uneven and often precarious. Partnerships are not simply transactional arrangements; they are institution-building processes requiring trust, mutual benefit, and stable coordination mechanisms. Njengele, Engel-Hills, and Winberg (2024) show that strengthening partnership-building practices involves active work on relationship infrastructures, communication routines, and shared expectations, rather than assuming that policy mandates will generate collaboration. 
At the system level, Allais and Ngcwangu (2025) similarly show that skills planning systems can fail to become truly “employer-led,” producing weak information and limited employer ownership. This matters for colleges because weak employer engagement undermines opportunities for placements, workplace learning, and employment transitions, and it also reduces employer confidence in college qualifications, reinforcing socio-cultural stigma.
4.5 Employability, completion, and student support as institutional challenges
Institutional constraints also manifest through student completion patterns and employability processes. Research from rural and under-resourced contexts illustrates how employability is shaped by multiple interacting variables, including career guidance, local labour demand, institutional resources, lecturer quality, and the credibility of qualifications. Mabunda and Frick (2020), focusing on NC(V) graduates in a rural Eastern Cape TVET college, identify factors influencing employability that go beyond individual effort, pointing to structural and institutional conditions that shape graduate outcomes. 
Completion and progression challenges can become self-reinforcing: weak labour-market returns reduce the perceived value of staying, while dropout and weak outcomes further reduce external confidence. Majola’s analysis of progression barriers illustrates how even motivated graduates can experience constrained agency when institutional arrangements block articulation into higher education or when employers interpret vocational credentials through a lens of suspicion or hierarchy (Majola, 2025b). 

5. Socio-cultural constraints in South African TVET
5.1 Status hierarchies, stigma, and the social meaning of “vocational”
Socio-cultural constraints are not secondary to institutional issues; they help constitute how institutions function. In stratified post-school systems, qualifications carry symbolic meanings that influence demand, motivation, and employer interpretation. Where vocational routes are positioned as inferior to university pathways, learners may treat TVET as a fallback rather than a valued choice, which can affect engagement and persistence. Employers may also interpret qualifications through status signals rather than through demonstrated competence alone.
Bourdieusian work offers a strong vocabulary for these processes. Ronnie (2023) argues that South African TVET is shaped by field dynamics in which cultural capital and symbolic hierarchy influence participation, identity, and recognition. This helps explain why policy reforms that focus only on supply-side technical improvements may not shift participation patterns or employer behaviour if the symbolic status of vocational education remains low.
The capability approach adds a complementary argument: stigma and low recognition constrain not only employment but also aspiration, self-confidence, and the perceived legitimacy of vocational futures. Powell (2012) frames the “capability to aspire” as central in South African vocational contexts, emphasising that learners’ real freedom to imagine and pursue valued futures depends on credible pathways and social recognition, not only on formal access. 
5.2 Gendered constraints and occupational imaginaries
Gender operates as a socio-cultural constraint through occupational segregation, stereotypes about “appropriate” work, and unequal experiences within male-dominated programmes. Matenda (2020), examining women students in engineering studies at a South African TVET college, documents how women navigate a complex mix of institutional barriers and gendered cultural expectations, including belonging challenges and perceptions of engineering as masculine. Such gendered dynamics matter for system performance because they influence recruitment into scarce-skills programmes, retention, and the extent to which TVET contributes to inclusive economic participation. Gender constraints also interact with class and geography: women from poorer households may face heightened costs, safety concerns, and limited networks for workplace placements.
Careership-oriented work further shows that career decisions are socially embedded rather than purely rational “matching” processes. Maluleke, Powell, and Pillay (2022) apply sociological careership theory to the South African TVET context, illustrating how choices are shaped by habitus, opportunity structures, and contingent interactions, rather than by information alone. This helps explain why “information campaigns” to promote TVET may have limited impact if they do not shift structural opportunity and the lived credibility of vocational routes for women and other marginalised groups.
5.3 Class, place, and the credibility of pathways
Class and place shape TVET experiences through resource inequalities, transport costs, local labour-market opportunities, and social networks. Rural and peri-urban learners may face constrained access to placements and fewer credible local progression options, which affects both completion incentives and graduate transitions. In such contexts, employability is shaped by what institutions can provide (career services, placement support, credible employer links) and what the local economy can absorb. Mabunda and Frick (2020) show that employability of NC(V) graduates is influenced by multiple contextual factors, reinforcing the argument that “skills supply” does not automatically translate into employment. 
Class also influences how vocational routes are interpreted: learners with greater social capital may treat TVET as one step in a broader navigation strategy, while learners with less capital may face higher risk when pathways are uncertain. When articulation into higher education is unreliable, TVET can become a high-stakes choice for disadvantaged learners, intensifying socio-cultural scepticism.
5.4 Decolonial and ideological critiques: knowledge, policy, and recognition
Decolonial and ideological critiques in the South African literature argue that TVET reform is shaped by global policy models and historically produced hierarchies of knowledge and labour. Ngcwangu (2015) critiques the ideological underpinnings of certain global TVET policy narratives and their implications for South African policy assumptions, particularly where human capital framings dominate over human development concerns. Anthonie (2019) similarly contributes to debates on decolonisation and TVET, arguing that the “missing middle” conversation must attend to knowledge, identity, and whose futures are legitimised, not only to system efficiency. 
These critiques matter because they connect socio-cultural status hierarchies to institutional design: curricula and assessment regimes reflect choices about what counts as valuable knowledge, and those choices shape whether learners experience vocational education as empowering, marginalising, or merely instrumental.
5.5 Graduate struggles, agency, and Freirean interpretations
Recent Freirean-informed work highlights how graduates can experience constrained agency when institutional arrangements promise mobility but deliver limited recognition. Majola, Powell, and Jordaan (2024) analyse graduate struggles in the Eastern Cape and emphasise how mismatches between vocational credentials and the expectations of universities and employers restrict opportunities and shape experiences of injustice and frustration. Majola’s later work on progression barriers similarly shows how the NC(V) can be experienced as simultaneously offering access and producing blockage, particularly where articulation and employer recognition are weak (Majola, 2025b). These analyses underscore that socio-cultural constraints are not only about “perceptions”; they are grounded in repeated experiences of blocked mobility that make scepticism rational.

6. Integrating institutional and socio-cultural constraints: the constraint nexus
6.1 Feedback loops between institutional performance and social legitimacy
An integrative reading of the literature suggests that the most damaging constraints are those that link institutional functioning to social meaning in self-reinforcing cycles. Weak employer engagement reduces placements and labour-market credibility; limited credibility strengthens stigma; stigma shapes enrolment patterns and can concentrate disadvantage in colleges; concentrated disadvantage increases support burdens and may reduce completion; weak outcomes then further undermine employer confidence and justify more compliance-heavy steering. In this cycle, reforms that focus only on one component (e.g., curriculum updates without partnership ecosystems, or marketing campaigns without articulation reform) are unlikely to shift the system equilibrium.
Allais and Ngcwangu’s (2025) analysis of employer engagement illustrates how institutional design can systematically fail to produce the collaboration it presumes, which then undermines the credibility of “demand-led” training narratives. At the college level, Njengele et al. (2024) demonstrate that partnership-building requires deliberate relational work and enabling practices, not only policy mandates. Together, these studies suggest that partnership failures are not incidental; they are often built into incentive structures and trust conditions.
6.2 Agency-centred evaluation and pathway reconstruction
Capability-informed scholarship proposes that TVET systems should be evaluated by whether they expand learners’ real options and reduce the riskiness of vocational choices. Powell’s (2012) “capability to aspire” framing, combined with Powell’s (2021) argument for shifting from human capital to human capabilities, implies that institutional reforms should prioritise credible progression routes, recognition, and support structures that enable learners to convert learning into valued life outcomes. 
This has practical implications. First, articulation must be treated as a core quality and justice issue, not an administrative afterthought. Second, lecturer development must be embedded in supportive institutional cultures and coherent professional pathways, rather than solely appraisal compliance; Paterson et al. (2024) show that appraisal-development integration is essential if performance management is to support quality. Third, partnership ecosystems need both national-level incentive reform (so that employer engagement is meaningful rather than symbolic) and college-level relationship infrastructures (so that collaboration is sustained and mutually beneficial).
6.3 Rebuilding the symbolic value of vocational routes
Socio-cultural constraints indicate that technical fixes alone will not rebuild TVET legitimacy. The literature suggests that legitimacy is earned when learners and communities repeatedly observe reliable conversions: qualifications that lead to decent work, credible further study routes, or demonstrable occupational competence that employers value. Where such conversions are weak, stigma persists and may be reproduced across generations.
Gender-focused research shows that legitimacy also depends on whether colleges are experienced as inclusive and safe spaces for identity formation and professional belonging. Matenda (2020) demonstrates how women in engineering programmes encounter gendered barriers that can limit both participation and labour-market transitions. If South Africa’s TVET is to contribute to inclusive industrial participation, reforms must address gendered occupational cultures and support women’s navigation into male-dominated fields.
Decolonial and ideological critiques reinforce that legitimacy also concerns knowledge and recognition: whose expertise is valued, what forms of work are dignified, and how vocational identities are represented in the public imagination (Anthonie, 2019; Ngcwangu, 2015). 

7. Conclusions
This review has argued that institutional and socio-cultural constraints in South African TVET are best understood as a tightly coupled constraint nexus rather than as separable “barriers.” Institutional constraints include governance fragmentation and incentive misalignment, curriculum and qualification credibility problems, limited lecturer professional formation under compliance pressures, fragile employer engagement and partnership ecosystems, and weak articulation and employability conversion conditions. Socio-cultural constraints include persistent status hierarchies that stigmatise vocational routes, gendered occupational imaginaries and exclusionary cultures in scarce-skills programmes, classed and place-based opportunity inequalities, and ideological and decolonial tensions about knowledge and recognition.
Across the literature, the most persuasive explanation for persistent underperformance is not that one component is missing, but that multiple components reinforce one another through feedback loops that undermine social legitimacy and institutional capability at the same time. Policy and practice implications therefore require integrative action: redesigning incentives for meaningful employer engagement, rebuilding articulation and progression credibility, investing in lecturer capability as professional formation rather than mere appraisal, and addressing the social meaning of vocational education through inclusive institutional cultures and credible mobility outcomes. Capability, Bourdieusian, Freirean, and decolonial perspectives converge on a common point: TVET reform cannot succeed if it ignores agency, recognition, and the lived conversion of learning into valued futures.

8. Limitations
This is a narrative review article and does not follow PRISMA guideline. This review is limited by its dependence on available peer-reviewed literature with verifiable DOIs, which can exclude some influential South African policy reports and practitioner-oriented evidence that shape sector debates but are not DOI-identified. The review emphasised recent literature while retaining a small number of foundational studies; therefore, some historical nuance may be under-represented. In addition, the synthesis is narrative and thematic rather than a full systematic review with formal risk-of-bias appraisal; as a result, conclusions should be interpreted as integrative insights rather than definitive causal claims. Finally, South Africa’s TVET sector is heterogeneous across provinces and college types, and the literature is unevenly distributed across regions and programme areas, which may bias thematic emphases toward better-studied contexts.
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