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THE ROLE OF CULTURAL 
CONTEXT IN VOCATIONAL 
EDUCATION: THE CASE 
OF SAUDI ARABIA AND 
UZBEKISTAN

Abdulmajeed Nabeel Azouz
PhD researcher at Turin Polytechnic University in Tashkent
Email: Azouz-dci@hotmail.com
ORCID: 0009-0003-4788-3568

Annotatsiya: This article examines the role of cultural context in shaping vocational education and training (VET) systems, 
focusing on the comparative analysis of Saudi Arabia and Uzbekistan. The study analyzes how cultural values, social 
norms, and historical backgrounds influence the perception, accessibility, and effectiveness of vocational education. Using 
a mixed-methods approach, the research identifies key challenges such as low social prestige of vocational professions, 
skills mismatch, and gender-related constraints, as well as opportunities for reform through culturally responsive policies. 
The findings highlight that successful transformation of VET systems requires not only institutional reforms but also 
changes in societal attitudes and cultural perceptions. The study contributes to the understanding of how cultural factors 
interact with economic and educational policies in shaping human capital development.

Kalit so‘zlar: vocational education, cultural context, VET systems, labor market, Saudi Arabia, Uzbekistan, education 
reform, human capital.

I N T R O D U C T I O N
In the context of accelerating globalization and rapid technological change, vocational education and 

training (VET) systems are increasingly recognized as a critical driver of economic competitiveness, labor 
market adaptability, and sustainable development. However, beyond economic and institutional dimensions, 
the effectiveness of vocational education largely depends on the cultural context within which it is embedded. 
Cultural norms, values, traditions, and social expectations shape not only the perception of vocational education 
but also its structure, accessibility, and outcomes. Therefore, understanding the role of cultural context has 
become an essential prerequisite for designing effective and inclusive VET systems.

The relevance of this research is determined by the fact that many countries undergoing educational 
reforms face challenges in aligning global standards with local cultural realities. In particular, Saudi Arabia 
and Uzbekistan represent two distinct socio-cultural environments, each characterized by unique historical 
trajectories, religious influences, and societal attitudes toward work, education, and professional identity. In 
Saudi Arabia, vocational education has traditionally been influenced by cultural perceptions related to social 
status, gender roles, and religious norms, which have affected participation rates and institutional development. 
Meanwhile, Uzbekistan, as a post-Soviet country, has been experiencing an ongoing transformation of its 
vocational education system, where cultural heritage, state-led reforms, and evolving labor market demands 
interact in complex ways.

Despite extensive reforms in both countries, there remains a gap between policy objectives and actual 
outcomes, often rooted in insufficient consideration of cultural factors. This highlights the growing importance 
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of analyzing how cultural context influences institutional transformation, learner motivation, and the societal 
acceptance of vocational education. In this regard, comparative analysis provides a valuable methodological 
approach, allowing for the identification of both common patterns and country-specific features.

This study aims to explore the role of cultural context in shaping vocational education systems in 
Saudi Arabia and Uzbekistan, focusing on how cultural factors influence policy implementation, institutional 
effectiveness, and public perception. By examining these dimensions, the research seeks to contribute to the 
broader discourse on culturally responsive education policies and offer practical insights for improving VET 
systems in diverse socio-cultural settings.

R E V I E W  O F  L I T E R A T U R E  O N  T H E  S U B J E C T
The theoretical foundations of vocational education have been widely explored in the academic literature, 

emphasizing its role in linking education systems with labor market needs and economic development. Stephen 
Billett highlights that vocational education is not merely a technical training process but a socially embedded 
system shaped by cultural, institutional, and economic factors. He argues that the effectiveness of vocational 
education depends on how well it integrates workplace practices with formal learning environments, ensuring 
the development of both technical and cognitive skills [1]. Similarly, Felix Rauner provides a comprehensive 
framework for modern vocational education, stressing the importance of competence-based approaches and 
the alignment of training systems with technological and industrial transformations [2].

Further expanding the theoretical perspective, David Guile and Lorna Unwin emphasize the evolving 
nature of vocational education in the context of globalization and knowledge economies. They underline the 
importance of creating flexible and adaptive learning systems that respond to changing labor market demands 
while maintaining a strong institutional foundation. Their work also highlights the role of social partnerships 
between education providers, employers, and policymakers in ensuring the relevance and sustainability of 
vocational education systems [3].

From a regional perspective, the study by Kobil Ruziev and Umar Burkhanov provides valuable insights into 
the transformation of the education system in Uzbekistan. The authors argue that recent reforms have expanded 
vocational education; however, this expansion has often occurred at the expense of higher education, raising 
concerns about quality, accessibility, and long-term outcomes. Their analysis demonstrates the complexity 
of balancing different educational pathways in a transitional economy [4]. In a broader economic context, 
Nurislom Toʻxliyev examines regional integration processes and their implications for economic development, 
indirectly highlighting the need for a skilled workforce supported by effective vocational education systems [5].

Pedagogical aspects of vocational education are also extensively discussed in the literature. Sai Loo 
focuses on the role of teachers and teaching practices in vocational and professional education, emphasizing 
the need for specialized pedagogical approaches that combine theoretical knowledge with practical skills. He 
argues that effective teaching in vocational education requires a deep understanding of both subject matter 
and workplace contexts [6]. Maggie Gregson and Sam Duncan further develop this perspective by introducing 
reflective teaching practices, which encourage continuous improvement and adaptability among educators in 
vocational settings [7].

Innovative approaches to vocational learning are explored by R. Catts, I. Falk, and R. Wallace, who 
emphasize the importance of integrating theory and practice through learner-centered models. They highlight 
the role of innovation in enhancing the effectiveness of vocational education and addressing emerging 
challenges in rapidly changing labor markets [8]. Similarly, Jian-Hong Ye and Man Jiang provide an international 
perspective on technical and vocational education and training, focusing on policy development, institutional 
reforms, and global best practices [9].

The comprehensive work of Rupert Maclean and David Wilson offers an extensive overview of technical 
and vocational education systems worldwide, analyzing their evolution, challenges, and future prospects. 
Their research underscores the importance of adapting vocational education systems to local contexts while 
maintaining alignment with global standards [10]. In addition, Gerald Lum contributes to the philosophical 
understanding of vocational education by examining its role in human development and the formation of 
professional identity, highlighting its broader social and ethical dimensions [11].

Overall, the reviewed literature demonstrates that vocational education is a complex and multidimensional 
system influenced by cultural, economic, and institutional factors. While global trends emphasize competence-
based training, innovation, and labor market alignment, regional studies reveal the challenges of implementing 
these approaches in specific socio-economic contexts such as Uzbekistan. The integration of pedagogical, 
economic, and cultural perspectives is essential for developing effective vocational education systems that 
meet both local needs and global standards.
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R E S E A R C H  M E T H O D O L O G Y
The study employs a mixed-methods approach to collect and analyze data on the role of cultural context 

in vocational education in Saudi Arabia and Uzbekistan. Primary data are obtained through semi-structured 
interviews with educators, policymakers, and students, as well as surveys designed to capture perceptions of 
vocational education and cultural attitudes toward professions. Secondary data are collected from official reports, 
policy documents, statistical databases, and international organization publications related to VET systems. 
The analysis is conducted using comparative and thematic analysis techniques, allowing the identification 
of patterns, similarities, and differences between the two countries. Quantitative data are processed using 
descriptive statistics to evaluate trends in participation, employment outcomes, and institutional performance. 
Qualitative data are analyzed through coding and categorization to reveal underlying cultural factors influencing 
vocational education. The integration of these methods ensures a comprehensive and systematic assessment 
of how cultural context shapes VET systems in both countries.

A N A LY S I S  A N D  R E S U LT S
The role of cultural context in shaping vocational education and training (VET) systems is multifaceted 

and deeply embedded in historical, social, and institutional frameworks. In both Saudi Arabia and Uzbekistan, 
cultural values significantly influence the perception, structure, and effectiveness of vocational education. While 
both countries have undertaken substantial reforms to modernize their VET systems, the outcomes of these 
reforms are closely linked to how well they align with underlying cultural norms and societal expectations.

In Saudi Arabia, vocational education has historically been perceived as less prestigious compared to 
academic higher education. This perception is rooted in cultural values that prioritize certain professions 
associated with higher social status, often linked to white-collar employment. The influence of traditional norms, 
including family expectations and social hierarchies, has contributed to a relatively low level of interest among 
young people in vocational pathways. Additionally, gender norms have played a critical role in shaping access 
to vocational education. Although recent reforms under initiatives such as Vision 2030 have aimed to expand 
opportunities and diversify the economy, cultural attitudes continue to influence participation rates and career 
choices.

In contrast, Uzbekistan’s vocational education system has evolved from the Soviet model, where technical 
and vocational training was more systematically integrated into the broader economic planning framework. 
During the Soviet period, vocational education was not stigmatized but rather considered a necessary 
component of workforce development. However, in the post-independence period, shifts in economic structure 
and societal values led to a growing preference for higher education, often at the expense of vocational training. 
Cultural perceptions began to associate university education with upward mobility, while vocational education 
was increasingly viewed as a secondary option.

Despite these differences, both countries face a common challenge: bridging the gap between labor market 
needs and societal perceptions of vocational education. Cultural context plays a decisive role in this regard, 
as it shapes individual aspirations, parental influence, and institutional priorities. For example, in Saudi Arabia, 
efforts to promote technical professions must contend with deeply rooted beliefs about job prestige and social 
status. In Uzbekistan, the challenge lies in restoring the perceived value of vocational education in a society 
that increasingly prioritizes academic credentials (Table 1).

Table 1. Cultural Factors Influencing Vocational Education Systems in Saudi Arabia and Uzbekistan
Cultural Factors Saudi Arabia Uzbekistan

Social Status of VET Often perceived as low-status compared to 
academic education

Increasingly viewed as secondary to higher 
education

Family Influence Strong parental preference for prestigious, 
white-collar professions

Families prioritize university education for social 
mobility

Gender Norms Significant influence on participation, 
especially for women

Relatively less restrictive, but still present in 
certain sectors

Historical Background Tradition-based system influenced by 
religious and social norms

Legacy of Soviet system with structured 
vocational training

Perception of Manual 
Labor

Often associated with lower prestige and 
foreign workforce

Mixed perception; previously respected, now less 
attractive

Attitude Toward Skills 
vs Theory

Preference for formal academic 
qualifications

Preference for theoretical knowledge over 
practical skills

Role of Religion and 
Tradition

Strong influence on education choices and 
institutional norms

Moderate influence, combined with secular 
educational traditions
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The table illustrates that cultural factors significantly shape vocational education systems in both countries, 
though in different ways. In Saudi Arabia, strong social hierarchies and traditional norms contribute to the 
low attractiveness of vocational education, particularly due to its association with lower-status occupations 
and manual labor. Gender norms further limit participation, especially among women. In Uzbekistan, although 
vocational education historically held a stronger position, recent shifts toward valuing higher education have 
reduced its appeal. Family expectations and the prioritization of academic pathways are common in both 
contexts, highlighting a shared cultural challenge. However, Uzbekistan demonstrates relatively more flexibility 
due to its secular and post-Soviet background. Overall, the comparison shows that cultural perceptions of 
status, labor, and education play a decisive role in influencing enrollment patterns and the effectiveness of VET 
reforms.

Another important dimension of cultural context is its influence on policy implementation and institutional 
effectiveness. In Saudi Arabia, policy reforms have been largely driven by top-down approaches, with strong 
government involvement in restructuring the VET system. While this has led to significant investments in 
infrastructure and curriculum development, the success of these reforms depends on their acceptance within the 
cultural framework of society. Programs aimed at increasing female participation, for instance, have achieved 
progress, but still encounter resistance in certain regions due to conservative social norms.

Uzbekistan, on the other hand, has pursued a combination of centralized reforms and gradual institutional 
transformation. The government has introduced measures to modernize vocational education, including 
partnerships with international organizations and the introduction of competency-based training models. 
However, the effectiveness of these reforms is influenced by cultural attitudes toward authority, tradition, and 
innovation. In some cases, institutional inertia and resistance to change can be linked to long-standing cultural 
practices within the education system.

The interaction between cultural context and labor market dynamics is another critical aspect of this 
analysis. In Saudi Arabia, the labor market has historically relied heavily on foreign workers, particularly in 
technical and vocational sectors. This has reinforced cultural perceptions that certain types of work are less 
desirable for local citizens. As a result, efforts to localize the workforce (Saudization policies) must address 
not only economic incentives but also cultural barriers that discourage participation in vocational occupations.

In Uzbekistan, labor market dynamics are characterized by a growing need for skilled workers in industries 
such as manufacturing, construction, and services. However, the mismatch between the skills provided by 
vocational institutions and the demands of employers remains a significant issue. Cultural factors, including 
the preference for theoretical knowledge over practical skills, contribute to this mismatch. Students and their 
families often prioritize academic education, even when vocational training may offer better employment 
prospects (Table 2).

Table 2. Interaction Between Cultural Context and Labor Market Outcomes in Vocational Education
Indicators Saudi Arabia Uzbekistan

Labor Market Structure High reliance on foreign labor in technical 
and vocational sectors

Growing demand for skilled domestic labor 
in industry and services

Participation in VET Relatively low among nationals due to 
cultural preferences

Moderate but declining due to shift toward 
higher education

Skills–Jobs Alignment Weak alignment; mismatch due to low local 
participation in technical jobs

Noticeable mismatch between training 
outcomes and employer needs

Government Policies Strong focus on workforce localization 
(Saudization)

Focus on modernization and integration 
with global education standards

Employer Perception of 
VET Graduates

Preference for experienced foreign workers 
in technical roles

Employers report insufficient practical 
skills among graduates

Youth Employment Trends Youth unemployment linked to job 
preference mismatch

Youth employment affected by 
qualification–skill imbalance

Cultural Attitudes Toward 
Work

Certain jobs perceived as socially 
undesirable

Preference for stable, prestigious, and 
academic-oriented careers

The table demonstrates how cultural context directly affects labor market outcomes in both countries. In 
Saudi Arabia, the reliance on foreign labor is closely tied to cultural perceptions that discourage local participation 
in vocational occupations, creating a structural imbalance despite strong policy efforts like Saudization. In 
Uzbekistan, although the labor market increasingly demands skilled workers, cultural preferences for academic 
education contribute to a persistent skills mismatch. In both cases, youth employment challenges are not solely 
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economic but also cultural in nature. Employers’ dissatisfaction with workforce readiness further highlights gaps 
in practical training and societal attitudes toward vocational careers. Overall, the analysis confirms that without 
addressing cultural perceptions of work and education, policy reforms alone are insufficient to ensure effective 
alignment between vocational education systems and labor market needs.

Furthermore, cultural context influences the pedagogical approaches and learning environments within 
vocational education systems. In Saudi Arabia, educational practices are often shaped by traditional teaching 
methods, with a strong emphasis on authority and structured learning. While modernization efforts have 
introduced more interactive and competency-based approaches, the transition is gradual and sometimes 
constrained by cultural expectations regarding teacher-student relationships.

In Uzbekistan, the legacy of the Soviet education system has resulted in a structured and standardized 
approach to teaching. While this has ensured a certain level of consistency, it may also limit flexibility and 
innovation in vocational training. Recent reforms have aimed to introduce more practical and student-centered 
learning methods, but their implementation varies across institutions. Cultural attitudes toward discipline, 
hierarchy, and knowledge transmission continue to influence the pace and direction of these changes.

Another important aspect is the role of cultural identity and national development strategies in shaping 
vocational education. In Saudi Arabia, Vision 2030 emphasizes the need to diversify the economy and reduce 
dependence on oil revenues. This has led to increased attention to vocational education as a means of 
developing a skilled workforce. However, aligning these economic goals with cultural values requires a careful 
balance between modernization and the preservation of social norms.

In Uzbekistan, vocational education reforms are closely linked to broader national development objectives, 
including industrialization and economic modernization. Cultural identity plays a role in shaping these reforms, 
as policymakers seek to integrate traditional values with contemporary educational practices. This creates both 
opportunities and challenges, as the system must adapt to global standards while remaining culturally relevant.

The comparative analysis of Saudi Arabia and Uzbekistan highlights both similarities and differences in 
how cultural context influences vocational education. In both cases, cultural factors act as both enabling and 
constraining forces. On the one hand, they provide a framework for social cohesion and identity; on the other 
hand, they can hinder the adoption of new practices and limit the effectiveness of reforms.

Ultimately, the effectiveness of vocational education systems in both countries depends on their ability 
to integrate cultural considerations into policy design and implementation. This requires not only institutional 
reforms but also broader efforts to change societal perceptions and attitudes toward vocational education. 
Public awareness campaigns, industry partnerships, and community engagement initiatives can play a crucial 
role in reshaping cultural narratives and promoting the value of vocational training.

C O N C L U S I O N S  A N D  S U G G E S T I O N S
The analysis confirms that cultural context plays a decisive and multidimensional role in shaping vocational 

education and training (VET) systems in both Saudi Arabia and Uzbekistan. It influences not only societal 
perceptions and individual choices but also institutional effectiveness, policy implementation, and labor market 
outcomes. Despite ongoing reforms in both countries, cultural barriers—such as the low social status of 
vocational professions, preference for academic education, and entrenched social norms—continue to limit 
the full potential of VET systems. At the same time, cultural factors also offer opportunities, as they can be 
leveraged to promote socially accepted models of professional development and workforce participation.

The comparative perspective demonstrates that while Saudi Arabia faces stronger constraints related to 
social hierarchy, gender norms, and labor market segmentation, Uzbekistan encounters challenges associated 
with the legacy of systemic transformation and the growing dominance of academic pathways. In both cases, 
the misalignment between cultural perceptions and economic needs leads to inefficiencies in human capital 
development and labor market integration.

To enhance the effectiveness and societal acceptance of vocational education, the following 
recommendations are proposed:

1.	 Strengthening the social status of vocational education by implementing nationwide awareness 
campaigns that highlight successful career paths and the economic value of skilled professions.

2.	 Aligning VET programs with labor market demands through closer cooperation between educational 
institutions and industry stakeholders, ensuring that training reflects real sectoral needs.

3.	 Integrating cultural considerations into policy design by adapting reforms to local values, traditions, and 
social expectations rather than applying purely standardized models.

4.	 Promoting gender inclusivity in vocational education, particularly in Saudi Arabia, by expanding access, 
creating culturally acceptable learning environments, and supporting female participation in technical fields.
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5.	 Enhancing practical training and competency-based learning to reduce the gap between theoretical 
knowledge and workplace requirements, especially in Uzbekistan.

6.	 Encouraging private sector involvement in curriculum development, internships, and employment 
pathways to increase the relevance and attractiveness of vocational education.

7.	 Improving career guidance systems to inform students and families about the benefits, opportunities, 
and long-term prospects associated with vocational education.

8.	 Developing incentive mechanisms, such as scholarships, wage subsidies, and employment guarantees, 
to motivate youth to choose vocational pathways.

In conclusion, the sustainable development of vocational education systems in Saudi Arabia and Uzbekistan 
requires a culturally responsive approach that balances modernization with respect for societal values. Only 
by addressing both structural and cultural dimensions can VET systems become more inclusive, effective, and 
aligned with the demands of contemporary labor markets.
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