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The combination of poverty and inequality in South Africa is 
commonly cited as the most explosive factor in the political 
mix, the plainest proof of the absence of social justice and a

blatant demonstration of the futility of reconciliation. 
Given this, it is useful to know exactly how poverty and equality 

in South Africa operate. The Transformation Audit 2004, aptly titled
Taking Power in the Economy, provides some useful insights into 
current levels of poverty and inequality, as well as some specific 
information about what is happening to whom and where. Such 
insights are critical to policy-makers and administrators in targeting
interventions for increased effectiveness.

A comparison of the 1996 and 2001 censuses reveals that both

income poverty and income inequality increased for the population 
as a whole over this period. While poverty increased overall, the
degree of increase is dependent on where the poverty line is drawn.
This research is based on a comparative analysis of the recently
released 10% micro samples of the 1996 and 2001 censuses 
by economists Murray Leibbrandt, Laura Poswell and others. 

Using a poverty line of US$2 per day – which is widely used 
for international poverty comparisons – the cumulative number of 
households falling under that line in 2001 (28%) is not much greater
than in 1996 (26%). 

At the higher poverty line of R250 (in 1996 rands) per person per
month – the amount first used by Statistics SA in its poverty-mapping
work – 8% more households were under the poverty line in 2001 
than in 1996. All in all, this evidence suggests that poverty worsened
between 1996 and 2001 but that this worsening is not acute for the
poorest of the poor. Thus, more people became poor, but for the very
poorest, the degree of poverty did not increase.

Yet income levels tell only half the story. A comprehensive analysis
of people’s social circumstances needs an assessment of poverty

editorial TAKING POWER IN THE ECONOMY?
REALITY AND PERCEPTION

By Murray Leibbrandt, Laura Poswell and Matthew Welch

BUT
BETTER OFF?

Without economic transformation, reconciliation will fail. 
From the President to the poor, from social movements 
to business organisations, this warning is being sounded.

Progress within the economy, towards empowerment, equity and
increased employment are burning issues which will define the 
politics and degree of conflict of this generation.

In this newsletter we reflect on some of the findings of the
Institute for Justice and Reconciliation’s recently released Economic
Transformation Audit 2004, entitled Taking Power in the Economy.
Amongst other issues, the Audit examined the changes that have
taken place in the last decade in relation to poverty, inequality and
unemployment levels. More than that, it unpacked these findings 
to determine which South Africans have benefited from changes 
in the economy on the one hand, and, on the other, which South
Africans entered the second decade of freedom no better off 
than at the start of democracy.

But providing insight into the actual impact of the massive 
transformation the economy has undergone over the past ten years 
is not enough. It only tells part of the story.

Another dimension needs to be added, and that is how South Africans
themselves see this impact. Do South Africans feel economically 
threatened? Do they think their welfare is better than that of their
parents? Do they believe the government has improved their lot 
in life?

There is a need to understand whether South Africa’s poor and
unemployed think that things will get better, whether they believe
that the government will deliver some salvation from poverty or
whether they have given up hope all together. The SA Reconciliation
Barometer, a national opinion survey research project, tried to 
capture some of the views, beliefs and expectations of South
Africans of their past, present and future economic circumstances.

It can be argued that these evaluations of economic security are
not based in reality, rendering this survey data ‘merely’ subjective.
This is a dangerous approach – in South Africa, perhaps even more
than most other nations, perceptions and reality can have the same
potency. A combination of more econometric and more subjective
economic research and analysis is critical for an effective political
risk analysis, investment decision or policy recommendation.

POORERSOUTH
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based on income measures, as well as an evaluation of access to
basic services such as clean water, electricity and sanitation, which
have a major impact on quality of life, leading to improvements 
ranging from health to productivity. 

Despite a greater number of South Africans being poor in 2001,
access to basic services has improved, suggesting some increases 
in well-being. 

For this research, the South Africans population was divided into
five groups according to their income, with the first group representing
the poorest 20% of South Africans, the second group the next poorest
20% and the fifth group the wealthiest 20% of the population.  

The proportion of the poorest group (or the poorest 20% of South
Africans) living in formal dwellings increased from 49% to 57% from
1996 to 2001. Access to piped water for this group rose from 65% 
to 72%, and electricity used for lighting had risen from 35% to 57% 
of households, an increase greater than 20% for the period. 

Although sanitation improved, in that access to a flush or chemical
toilet increased from 8% to 29% in 2001, this was mainly an upgrading
from pit latrines to toilets. The proportion of households with no toilet,
however, remained stable at a very high 22%. While small gains have

been made in refuse removal, only one in three of the poorest house-
holds had their refuse removed by a local authority in 2001. Finally,
and most spectacular, is the marked increase in access to a telephone
or cellular phone in the home. This figure rose from a mere 7% in
1996 to 23% in 2001. Most of this improvement reflects the massive
increase in uptake of cellular telephones. 

If one considers the extent of improvements in access by income
group, the evidence suggests that even though the poorest 20% of

South Africans are most deprived, it is generally these households
that are experiencing the greatest gains and the biggest improvements
in their quality of life.

However, focusing exclusively on these national trends does mean
one can miss nuances and possible trend changes within certain 
sections of the South African public that are important. 

When the data are broken down by population group, there is a
clear ranking by population group in terms of income and access
poverty. In both 1996 and 2001, at any poverty line, blacks are very
much poorer than coloureds, who in turn are very much poorer than
indians, who are poorer than whites. 

There are yawning differences between the groups in terms of
absolute income levels. For example, less than 10% of blacks, 20% 
of coloureds and 40% of indians enjoy a per capita monthly income 
of R1 000 or more. Amongst whites, close to 80% earn this kind 
of income. 

There were only small increases in poverty between 1996 and 
2001 for blacks and coloureds when measured at the low poverty 
line (US$2 per day), but fairly large increases in poverty for these 
two groups and the indian group when the higher poverty line of 
R250 per month is used. The increase in coloured poverty is 
especially stark, whilst white poverty appears to be unchanged.

The situation when it comes to social delivery is somewhat different.
When considering the types of dwellings that households occupy 
and access to basic services, blacks had less access in 1996, but
impressive progress has been made in extending access to them.

By 2001, 60 out of every 100 black households were living in a 
formal dwelling with walls made of bricks or concrete and tiled or
corrugated iron roofs. This was up from approximately 50 in 1996.
This increase was offset by a decrease in the proportion of black
South Africans living in traditional housing.

More black households had access to piped water in 2001 (78%)
than in 1996 (73%). Again, this makes a significant difference to 
quality of life, both cutting down on the amount of time mostly 
women have to spend fetching water, and on the likelihood of 
illness, particularly among children.

Only two in five households used electricity for lighting in 1996. 
By 2001, this number had increased substantially to three in five
households. Electricity is viewed as the most desirable form of energy
and is required for the functioning of various household assets, such
as refrigerators and computers. However, poorer households often
lack the means to access electricity (due to lack of either infrastructure
or income) and find themselves using other forms of energy such as
wood, paraffin and candles, with the attendant increased risk of fire. 

Alternative sources of energy for cooking are different to those 
for lighting purposes, and include electricity, gas, paraffin, wood, 
coal and animal dung. The choice between energy sources will be
dependent largely on the cost, availability and effectiveness of the
energy source to perform the given task and the asset available for
cooking (for example, type of stove). 

Even though there have been large increases in the delivery of 
electricity used for lighting purposes there has been only a three 
percentage point increase in households using electricity for cooking
purposes. In 2001, only two in every five black households use 
electricity, while more than half of all black households are reliant 
on either paraffin or wood for cooking. Indeed, of our indicators
examined thus far, it appears that fuel used for cooking is most 

POVERTY LEVELS BY RACE 
ACCORDING TO THE R250 PER MONTH POVERTY LINE

Source: Own calculations, Census 1996, 2001, Statistics South Africa

POVERTY LEVELS BY RACE ACCORDING TO THE US$2 PER DAY POVERTY LINE
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closely linked to income status.
During the period between 1996 and 2001 there was an increase in

the proportion of households with access to flush or chemical toilets.
Whilst the majority of coloureds, indians and whites had access to a
flush or chemical toilet, a mere 40% of black households had this
facility in 2001, which although being an improvement on the one 
third of blacks who had access in 1996, it is still much lower than
amongst any of the other groups. 

There has only been a slight improvement in terms of refuse
removal by local authorities, but more blacks than any other racial
group gained access. For the different population groups, a similar
pattern holds to that found for sanitation, with the majority of
coloureds, indians and whites having their refuse removed on a 
regular basis. Less than half of black households have their refuse
removed on a regular basis, and a further two-fifths make use 
of their own refuse dumps. This probably also reflects relative 
urbanisation by population group, as well as affluence.

This research addresses changes in the well-being of South Africans
between 1996 and 2001 across two dimensions – the distribution 
of income or financial circumstances and access to basic goods 
and services, which contributes largely to living conditions. 

The income-based analysis reveals increases in poverty at the
national level. It also shows a persistent but changing population-
group footprint in the structure of South African inequality and poverty.
The black group overwhelmingly dominates both the incidence and
share of poverty. At the same time, black South Africans continue 
to increase their share in each of the top three income deciles.
Inequality continues to widen within each group, evidencing 
something of the dynamism of post-apartheid South Africa. 

Within the black and coloured groups, and to a lesser extent

amongst indians, this widening of inequality is due to improvements
at the top end of the intra-group distribution, as well as increases 
in measured poverty at the bottom. For white South Africans, the
increase in inequality seems to be driven by increases in income for 
a few at the top of the distribution, which are so large that they lead
to a small increase in the aggregate income share of whites and in 
a widening of group disparity ratios. There is very little evidence of
increasing white poverty. 

In terms of providing access to basic social services, black South
Africans experienced the greatest improvements in most of the 
different categories of social delivery, including the delivery of 
access to housing, electricity and sanitation. Yet massive differences
in access levels remain.

Given these persistent inequalities in access, it is not surprising to
find that households with poorer access tend to be found at the low
end of South Africa’s scale of income levels. However, it is important
to note that access to basic goods and services has improved for
many households in our society, including those in the poorer quintiles.
Thus, there is an optimistic lack of correspondence between the slight
increase in poverty when measured in income terms and the decrease
in poverty when measured in access terms.

Murray Leibbrandt is Economics Professor and Director of the 
South African Labour and Development Research Unit at the University 
of Cape Town. Laura Poswell is senior researcher at the Development

Policy Research Unit of the University of Cape Town. Both were members
of the Transformation Audit 2005 research team, and to access the 

full version of this article authored by Murray Leibbrandt, Pranushka
Naidoo, Laura Poswell, Matthew Welch and Ingrid Woolard see

www.transformationaudit.co.za.
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While the 2001 census data provide important and meaningful
information, the data leave open the question of what
changes may have occurred in the three years since 2001. 

There is no clear answer to this question, since no direct data 
are available. Changes in some of the main factors that correlate 
with changes in poverty levels provide contradictory evidence: 
while there are signs of an economic upturn, and while the roll-out 
of social services and direct grant transfers to the poor have
increased significantly, unemployment has also seen an increase 
and the real average wage earned by the employed has dropped.

The three factors that are likely to have had the biggest impact on
poverty levels over this period are changes in the economy, changes
in employment and wage levels and the extension of grants and 
other social services to households.

At the time of the 2001 census, South Africa had recovered from 
the brief economic slowdown on the back of the Asian crises, and 
real growth had picked up to levels comparable to the pre-1998 
period. According to the September 2004 Reserve Bank Quarterly
Bulletin, the growth downturn experienced in 2003 was short-lived,
with the annualised pace of growth accelerating to 4% in the second
quarter of 2004. While this latest trend certainly seems promising, it
is too early to tell whether it is an indication of a renewed growth path.

Yet even in the aftermath of the country’s recovery from the Asian
crises, there is evidence that formal sector employment continued 
its decrease from its 1995 level. Fortunately it seemed to have
reached its low-point in 2000, with the number of formal sector 
workers rising again in 2001. It would appear that since the last 
census both formal and informal sector employment levels have risen. 

There could be a number of reasons for this. One strong precursor
to this trend is that the massive growth in the labour force has
slowed down. During the 1990s, the ranks of normal job seekers 
who had recently left school or tertiary education institutions were
swollen by a large influx of new entrants into the labour market,
mainly drawn from housewives, early retirees and those who 
previously believed they lacked appropriate labour market skills 
or could not find suitable work. In the last four years of the 1990s,
the broadly defined labour force increased by an average of 6% per
year. In the first four years of the 2000s, this slowed down to 4%. 

Secondly, over the same period, the average annual increase in
broad unemployment has slowed down from 14% to 6%, whilst the
March 2004 Labour Force Survey shows a small decline in unemploy-
ment since the March 2003 Survey. This, however, merely indicates
that people have been entering the labour force at a slower rate in
the last few years, and that the growth in people seeking but not 
finding jobs, has slowed down. 

These advances in both formal and informal employment levels
have, however, been offset by more negative changes in the quality 

of employment. Research conducted in 2004 by Casale, Muller and
Posel shows that informal workers – the group that shows the largest
growth between 1997 and 2003 – have also experienced the largest
fall in real wages. Moreover, their income is also ‘variable’. 

A drop in salary terms was not only felt in the informal economy.
Overall, average real wages have declined from R3 014 in 1995 to 
R2 360 in 2003. Examining the phenomenon of the working poor, 
their research found that between 1995 and 2003 the number of 
non-subsistence agriculture workers whose real income was less
than US$2 per day expanded by more than 80%. 

On a positive note: since the 2001 census, social transfers and
grants in particular, have increased many-fold. In 1997, 2.5 million
people benefited from grants. By December 2004, the National
Treasury anticipated that this number would have grown to more 
than 7.5 million. A large proportion of this increase happened in the
last four years, as fiscal space for increases in social spending was
created by falling interest payments. For the child grant alone, nearly
one million children were registered in the first six months of 2003.
The increases in grant beneficiaries are supported by a continued
expansion of other social services, such as housing, potable water
supplies, electricity and health services. 

The increased take-up of grants alone, since the 1996–2001 period,
together with accelerating economic growth, may be slowing further
increases in poverty.

Alta Fölscher is a public finance and poverty reduction specialist 
and co-editor of the Transformation Audit 2004.

TRENDS SINCE 2001:
Signs of hope By Alta Fölscher

FORMAL AND INFORMAL EMPLOYMENT 
AND REAL AVERAGE EARNINGS, 1997–2003

1997 2000 2001 2003

Formal workers (’000s) 6 839 6 777 6 885 7 541

Real monthly earnings
(2000=base year) R3 339 R3 290 R3 340 R3 241

All informal 
workers (’000s) 1 161 1 831 1 847 1 843

Real monthly earnings
(2000=base year) R1 523 R1 109 R991 R941

Self-employed 
informal workers (’000s) 552 1 128 1 231 1 209

Real monthly earnings
(2000=base year) R1 648 R1 154 R971 R968
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Writing in the Transformation Audit 2004, Durban-based writer 
N. Bolowana tells the story of Doris Nyathikazi.

Doris lives in a homestead in Hlabisa with her seven children and
her husband. She is unemployed. So is her husband, who only
brings money home if he gets ‘piece jobs here and there’.

All seven children live with her; the oldest is 22 and the youngest
3 years old. Six of the children are still in school. She receives
child grants for the three youngest children, as well as a disability
grant. The grants are spent on food, lunch box and some pocket
money for the school-going children and electricity.

There is no mistaking that Doris lives in poverty. Her family survives
on small, irregular cash injections when her husband finds piecemeal
work and on state-sponsored grants. Sadly, Doris’ situation is not a
unique one. There are countless other South Africans facing equally
grinding poverty.

Whilst more econometrical approaches to poverty research set 
out to examine actual or real levels of income or access poverty, 
there is a need to try and understand people’s perceptions and 
experiences of this poverty. There is a need to understand whether
the Dorises of South Africa think their lives have improved or 
deteriorated. There is also a need to understand their levels of 
frustration, disillusionment or hope.

The analysis that follows is based on a survey of adult South Africans
conducted between the 16th April and 27th May 2004. The fieldwork
for the survey was undertaken by Markinor and involved face to face
interviews conducted with 3 500 South Africans, 16 years old and
older. Respondents included people living in both metropolitan and
non-metropolitan areas, as well as residents of informal settlements,
hostles and those living in multi-household plots.

The survey instrument was first prepared in English and then 
translated into Afrikaans, Xhosa, Zulu, North Sotho, South Sotho and
Setswana. As a result, respondents were interviewed in the language
of their choice. All respondents were interviewed by members of their
own race. The survey complied with the usual scientific requirements
and the results provide a highly representative basis for describing
the views of South Africans.

Taken as a whole, most South Africans believe both their financial
and living conditions were better than those of their parents.
Importantly though, just over one-fifth of the sample asserted that
they were financially worse off than their parents, and 15% thought
their living conditions were inferior to those of the previous generation.

This holds true across all race groups. A comparison of the portions
thinking their financial situations are worse than that of the previous
generation reveals that this perception is most widely held amongst
coloured South Africans, whilst there are more white South Africans

than any other group that perceive to have experienced a deterioration
in living standards. 

Once broken down by actual income categories, the data show that
the perception that financial and living conditions have worsened is
disproportionately prominent amongst the poorest groups. Twenty five
per cent of respondents who have a total monthly household income
of less than R899 feel they are financially worse off than their parents,
whilst just over one-fifth of those having a monthly household income
of between R900 and R2 499 also think so. 

This is a politically significant finding as it reveals that a quarter of
poor South Africans think they are even worse off than their parents.
Already, the past ten years of democracy have demanded exceptional
patience from South Africa’s poor, as for many of them the fruits of
democracy only included civil liberties and freedoms and few financial
gains. This data suggests that not only are they poor, but they actually
perceive themselves to be worse off than the previous generation,
raising questions about how much longer they can and will be patient 
if their lives, both financially and in terms of standard of living, do not

show some improvement. The frustration that is fertilised by these
perceptions may become difficult to control.

The data also allow for some analysis of which South Africans
believe their financial and living circumstances to have deteriorated
in the last twelve months. Again the large majority of South Africans 
do not believe themselves to be in a worse situation than a year ago,
but again a small but significant portion of about 17% do think they
have experienced a deterioration.

POVERTY:
THE PEOPLE’S VOICE

By Karin Lombard
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Once disaggregated by income categories, 21% of those with 
household earning less than R899 per month thought their financial
situation had deteriorated over the last year, whilst 14% thought their
standard of living had become worse. It would appear that this 14%
have either not benefited from the advances in the delivery of essential
services made by government, or do not feel that these are contributing
to improved living conditions. Given the fact that 36% of this income
category think their living conditions have improved, with 48% thinking
it has stayed the same as a year ago, it would seem that the roll-out
of services like running water, electricity, housing and refuse removal
has been noticed and appears to be leading to improved living condi-
tions. Thirty six per cent of this income category also thought their
financial situation had improved from a year ago, whilst 37% thought
it had stayed the same.

Having asked people to compare the present to their experience 
of the past, the survey also asked respondents to comment on their
expectations of the future. On the whole, South Africans were quite
optimistic, with only about a tenth expecting the economy, their personal

financial standing and their family’s living conditions to deteriorate
Whether this optimism is pinned on a desperate hope for a situation

that ‘can only get better’, or whether this represents a realistic
assessment of the economy is unclear. Be that as it may, the majority
of South Africans are certainly not expecting an economic meltdown. 

Vast differences in the levels of confidence between the racial
groups exist. Whites are far more pessimistic about an improved 
economic future, with the proportion of pessimists in every other
racial group being less than a third of that of the white group. This
greater worry about their future economic survival could be based 
on white’s fear of the impact of policies such as Affirmative Action,
Black Economic Empowerment and Preferential Procurement on their
ability to make a living.

The slightly higher pessimism amongst coloureds and indians, 
compared to blacks, could speak to a by now often uttered mantra
that during apartheid they were ‘too black’ and in the new South
Africa they are ‘too white’, and are therefore always going to be 
economically disadvantaged. 

Aside from gaining some insight into the state of dissatisfaction
amongst the general South African public, it is important to know 
how these same people are evaluating government performance 
in seeing to economic stability, welfare support and the like.

Starting with the broadest evaluations of government, 41% of South

Africans believe government is not doing well at handling inflation,
34% think government has not faired well in reducing the income 
gap between the races and 31% assert that the government is not
managing the economy well. Fourty three per cent thought the 
government did not perform well when it comes to controlling the
cost of living. Disaggregated by race, the data show that overall fewer
black South Africans than those of any other race rate government 
performance in these key areas poorly. 

In terms of controlling inflation, almost three quarters of coloured
respondents give government a negative evaluation, with the proportion
of indians being second highest. Interestingly whites and indians are
most critical of government’s performance in narrowing the racially-
based income gap, with only 27% of blacks, compared to 55% and
51% of whites and indians respectively, asserting that government
was faring badly. Breaking down the data according to income does
not reveal as distinct patterns as the racial breakdown did. 

In the eyes of the South African public, government fares far better
in the delivery of basic services and welfare payments than was the

case in the more general evaluations. Less than a fifth of all South
Africans felt the government was not successfully delivering basic
services and welfare payments. Only 7% of all blacks rated government
in a negative light when it comes to welfare payments, and 15% with
regard to the delivery of basic services. In this case whites showed
the greatest disappointment with government performance. 

It would appear that the poor, arguably the most in need of the welfare
payments, are the most approving of government performance, 
with only 7% of all South Africans with a household income level of
less than R899 a month asserting some disapproval. The proportion
giving government a negative evaluation amongst those earning 
more than R4 000 is four and a half times larger than that of the 
country’s poorest group.

This is very significant, in that it shows that the work of government
in this regard is certainly not going unnoticed, and for many of the
people that fall into the lowest income category, welfare payments are
probably a central part of their monthly household income. Although
welfare payments are certainly not enough to give anyone a dignified
standard of living, it could be speculated that these payments go a 
certain degree to appeasing some of the frustration at the lack of
change and socio-economic development amongst South Africa’s poor.
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Karin Lombard is a project co-ordinator at the Institute for Justice
and Reconciliation.
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Between 1995 and 2002, the South
African female labour market grew
twice as fast as the male labour 

market. The Institute for Justice and
Reconciliation’s Transformation Audit 2004
reports that the portion of working-age
women who sought paid employment rose
dramatically from 51% in 1995 to 69% in 2002. 

If the origins of this trend are consistent
with global experience since World War II,
namely that women are pulled into the 
labour market by the lucrative employment
opportunities that economic growth provides,
combined with changing gender-based 
social attitudes, there would be reason 
for celebration. 

However, the evidence suggests that this
increase in the number of female work-seekers
may be less the result of the attractions of
the working-world, and more the result of
economic desperation driving women to find
work outside of the household. 

Certainly, part of the reason for the 7%
average annual labour growth rate amongst
women between 1995 and 2002, compared 
to an average of 3.5% amongst men, is due
to changing social views. There is greater
acceptance of women working outside of 
the household and/or the subsistence sector,
possibly encouraged by the ANC government’s
commitment to transformation and gender
equality.

The presence of affirmative action policies,
which recognise all women – regardless of
race – as designated groups to be ‘equally
represented in all job categories and levels’
– will also have played a role.

However, on the whole, the push-factors
seem to greatly outweigh the pull-factors.
Many South African households are feeling
the pinch, forcing families to have more than
one breadwinner. This is evidenced by 
the fact that many of the entrants into the 
labour force are drawn from housewives 
and early retirees, forced to return to work
as a coping strategy for their households 
to make ends meet.

There has also been a decrease in the 
proportion of women who have access 
to male income. Partially this is due to
increased unemployment amongst men, 
and due to women choosing to remain
unmarried for longer.

Additionally, it is possible that the greater
ease with which migrant labourers can 
permanently relocate to urban areas may 
be increasing male desertion and thereby
reducing the income usually sent home to
women, potentially forcing women to enter
the labour market.

So the number of women seeking employ-
ment has ballooned, yet many women job
seekers have little to offer a labour market
that is becoming increasingly competitive 
and more demanding of highly skilled workers.
Between 1995 and 2002, the average years
of schooling of a woman of working age
increased only slightly from 8.3 to 8.7 years.

The harsh reality is that in 2002, 46% of
women, compared to 35% of men, were
unemployed. Put differently: despite the 
fact that there are fewer female than male
job seekers, 57% of all unemployed South
Africans are women. 

While this gap between female and male
unemployment remains substantial, it is
encouraging that it has narrowed slightly
since 1995. Partially this may be due to a 
significant influx of women into the rapidly
growing internal trade and financial 
services sectors. 

There has also been substantial take-up 
of women into the informal sector – in fact
between 1995 and 2002 most jobs in the
informal sector were taken up by women –
but those employed in the informal sector
are paid considerably less than in formal
sector employment and are often the 
victims of violence and insecurity. 

These statistics paint a stark picture: if the
current trend of a disproportionate increase
in job seekers continues, together with a
growing demand for skilled workers at the
cost of unskilled workers, many more women
will find themselves desperately seeking
work, but unable to find any.  

Clearly there is a demand for increased
economic growth – growth that can absorb
the rapidly growing labour force. But there 
is also a need to educate and equip women
to better meet the demands of the labour
market. Without drastic action, both the
labour force participation rate and unemploy-
ment rates among women will continue to
soar, and the political consequences thereof
are not attractive.

MORE 
WOMEN
WANT 
WORK –
AND ARE DISAPPOINTED

By Rulof Burger and Karin Lombard

Rulof Burger, a lecturer at the University 
of Stellenbosch, was a researcher on the

Transformation Audit. Karin Lombard 
is a project co-ordinator at the Institute

for Justice and Reconciliation.
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During the Poverty Hearings convened by the South African
Human Rights Commission (SAHRC) in 1998, and attended 
by almost 10 000 South Africans, unemployment came out

strongest as the biggest obstacle to escaping poverty. It would
appear that in the minds of ordinary South Africans little has changed
– unemployment, even for those who presently find themselves with 
a job, is a great fear and a massive worry.

The graph reports that 27% of the population believes they have
even less chance of finding a job in April 2004 than they did a year 
ago. This fear is especially widely held in the white and indian 
communities, where almost half of the population believe that their
chances of finding employment have diminished. Amongst whites 
this can probably largely be attributed to worries about the general 
problem of unemployment in the country, but also to worries about

the impact of policies such as Affirmative Action, Black Economic
Empowerment (BEE) and Preferential Procurement on the ability of
minority groups to find employment and do business. It is unclear why
so many indian South Africans express such high levels of pessimism.

That being said, a fifth of blacks are equally concerned about finding
employment, indicating that even with policies in place that are
designed to promote access of black South Africans to employment
opportunities, fear and worry remain rife.

There were no real gender differences on this question, suggesting
that although Affirmative Action recognises all women – regardless 
of race – as designated groups, women do not feel more confident
that they will be able to find a job or change jobs with ease.

The fear of reduced chances of finding a job in April 2004 compared
to a year previously is not unique to South Africans of any specific
educational level, except amongst those with no schooling, 38% of
whom thought they had even less chance now of being employed. 
For all the other educational categories, ranging from those with
some primary schooling to those with a university degree, the 
portion was lower and ranged between 20 and 29%.

There were also no significant differences in the portion believing
their chances of finding work had decreased amongst those who are
working full-time or part-time and those who are unemployed and
either actively looking for work or not. Interestingly, it was house-
wives and retired people were the most discouraged, whilst students
appeared most optimistic. This finding about students is not unexpected
as they would, in all likelihood, not have had any real experience 
with trying to find jobs a year ago (due to them still having to finish
their studies) and would therefore not be able to offer a very
informed opinion. 

The finding about housewives and retirees discovering that jobs
have become even more difficult to come by over the last year is
interesting, as research conducted by Stellenbosch economist Rulof
Burger under the auspices of the IJR Transformation Audit 2004,
showed that new entrants into the labour market were mainly 
drawn from the ranks of housewives, early retirees and those who
previously thought they lacked the skills to enter the job market.

When the data are broken down into occupational categories, 
it appears that there are fewer people who thought their employment
opportunities had diminished in the lower skilled categories and 
higher portions in the higher skilled occupational categories.

When asked how likely it is that they will be unemployed next 
year, more than a third of South Africans answered that this is 
not an unlikely scenario. The fear of being unemployed was higher
amongst black and coloureds than whites and indians. As a hangover
of apartheid-era education policies, white and indian South Africans
have, on average, more years of schooling than blacks, generally
allowing them to hold more highly skilled positions, which could lead 
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to the perception that as higher skilled employees they are less at risk
of retrenchment.

That being said, although the portion of indian and white South
Africans who fear being unemployed is the smallest of the four racial
categories, it still stands at approximately 20%, indicating that a fifth
of each of these minority groups believe there is a good possibility of
them finding themselves without a job in the next year. 

Breaking down the data into those who are presently employed and
those who are not, revealed some interesting findings. Whilst the
probability of being without a job is highest amongst the unemployed
and those working on a part-time basis, unemployment appears to be
a very real threat for at least a quarter of those South Africans that
are actually working full-time at present.

The sense of economic insecurity that stems from such uncertainty
can have a range of consequences, from excessive stress levels to 
a lack of confidence in the economy. 

The degree of insecurity is also demonstrated by the fact that more
than half of the population would rather have a low-paying steady job,
than take the risk of starting their own business with the potential to
earn lots of money or nothing at all, whilst only just under a quarter
(23%) would rather risk some form of self-employment. 

Fear of income instability appears to be greater than the entrepre-
neurial spirit, with white South Africans slightly more receptive and
coloured South Africans slightly less receptive of the idea of ‘going 
it alone’.

Some interesting patterns become evident when the data on unem-
ployment fears is broken down by income category. There are more
people in the higher income category who believe that their chances

of finding a job in April 2004 were smaller than in April of the previous
year. One possible explanation of this is the high proportion of white
South Africans in this income category, skewing the results with their
worries of being ‘victims’ of policies such as Affirmative Action and
Black Economic Empowerment. 

Perhaps not unexpectedly, the belief that it is better to earn a
steady, albeit low income, than risk going on one’s own is more widely
held in the lower income categories. Having to rely on an household
income of under R899 a month, it could be that these South Africans

have greater exposure to what it is like to live without an income, and
are therefore not willing to risk giving up a steady income, not matter
how meagre. 

Alternatively, South Africans in different income brackets could have
vastly different understandings of what it means to ‘make one’s own
living’. Wealthier South Africans are more likely to conjure up images
of a small, but profitable business, that if successful will eventually
employ a number of people and will continue to support the entrepre-
neur and their family throughout a very comfortable retirement.
Poorer South Africans, on the other hand, are probably more likely 
to think of making their own living in terms of having to survive from
the meagre earnings that can be made from selling fruit or local
wares at the nearest traffic light. 

It is therefore not surprising that creating employment was the 
economic sphere in which government got the worst reviews. A full
70% of the population believe the government has done a bad job 
at reducing unemployment and creating jobs. The proportion amongst
whites and indians of this view is between 10 and 13% larger than the
national percentage, whilst the portion amongst blacks is 5% lower.

Whilst the data do not show that South Africans, and unemployed
ones in particular, have given up hope, it does provide very compelling
evidence of the degree to which unemployment remains a central
threat and fear amongst South Africans. The evidence of the crippling
effect that unemployment can have on a national economy is on 
the table. The real question is whether we have even begun to 
contemplate the political, social and psychological effect such 
massive unemployment can have on our national psyche.

Karin Lombard is a project co-ordinator at the Institute for 
Justice and Reconciliation.
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With the ever-growing flow of young
people from rural to urban areas,
largely as a result of the disinte-

gration of the agricultural safety net, urban
youth unemployment is becoming a serious
problem.

But it is not only an economic problem – 
it has wide-ranging social and political 
consequences.

The reality is that young people make up 
a significant proportion of those looking 
for jobs in urban areas. All too often these
youths are perceived as a problem and 
a threat in the urban environment. Some 
argue that an inability to integrate the youth,
and young men in particular, into society 
perpetuates cycles of violence and instability.
The view is that when young men can’t find
employment, political power and wealth, 
they form alliances and engage in undesir-
able crime-related activities. This negative
view shows plainly how youth have been 
misunderstood, undervalued and distanced
from mainstream society. 

The critical task is to understand the plight
of youth fully, and to spare no efforts in 
integrating them into society. Key issues to
address include work-seeker demoralisation,

the need for networks that link to oppor-
tunities and awareness of and information 
about available jobs, training, finance and
other support.

Youth perceptions of the labour market
have a strong effect on the effort they make
to find employment. In turn, such perceptions
are formed by the extent of unemployment 
in their location. A vicious circle develops –
where perceptions are overly pessimistic, 
the inadequate search attempt that results
then feeds back and contributes to further
entrenching youth unemployment.

Judging by the results of the Cape Area
Panel Survey (CAPS) conducted in 2002 by 
the CSSR and SALDRU, youth perceptions 
of the labour market are very gloomy. 
Of the 1 279 respondents between the ages 
of 16 and 22 who indicated that they wanted
work, 61% had never looked for work. 

When asked what they thought the chances
were that they would be working within a few
months, 73% said 50 –50 or less. When asked
the same question with a reference period 
of three years, 44% still said 50 –50 or less. 

The demotivation flowing from these 
perceptions is a serious concern. Being
unemployed for a long time has negative 

consequences on the self-esteem of job 
seekers, not to mention the likelihood of 
an employer hiring them. Furthermore, 
duration of unemployment has an effect 
on how prospective employers view these 
job seekers. As a result, individuals who 
have been unemployed for much of their
youth may remain unemployed for much 
of their adult life as well. 

Another reason for many youths not search-
ing for work is the inability to access areas
that could potentially provide employment.
This is a factor that predominantly affects
Black youth, as townships are often situated
far from business centres. A single trip to
seek work in a city or industrial centre would
cost R10–R20, a great deal to an unemployed
person. Indeed, data from the September
2002 Labour Force Survey (LFS) reveal that
amongst youths who did not seek employ-
ment or start their own business, 46% said 
it was because there were no jobs in their
area, while 20% said that they lacked the
money necessary to look for work. 

Another dilemma is the catch-22 situation
where employers require experience as a
condition to hiring a young person, but 
most youths are still trying to enter the
labour market for the first time. International
experience indicates that a combination of
subsidised work experience and vocational
training produces the best results in meeting
this problem. 

The importance of networks must not 
be underestimated. Evidence from a range 
of surveys indicates that most people get 
jobs through friends and relatives. Yet many 
youths, and Black youths in particular, have no
connections to people in the business world.

Youth unemployment is certainly a complex
issue and interventions aimed at stimulating
youth employment should be evaluated 
cautiously. 

In the face of insufficient labour demand,
promoting entrepreneurship, and especially
SMMEs, is one of the commonest recommen-
dations for relatively well-qualified urban
people. Indeed, the International Labour
Office estimates that 93% of new jobs in
Africa and virtually all new jobs for youth 
on the continent are generated in the 
informal sector. 

However, entrepreneurship is also 
determined by opportunity and by the 
degree of willingness to become an 
entrepreneur. Opportunity is also affected 
by a person’s intrinsic entrepreneurial ability, 

SKOLLIES
ON OUR STREETS?
DEALING WITH YOUTH UNEMPLOYMENT

By Cecil Mlatsheni
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NEW PUBLICATIONS FROM THE 
INSTITUTE FOR JUSTICE AND RECONCILIATION

TO REPAIR THE IRREPARABLE
Reparations and Reconstruction 
in South Africa*
Edited by Erik Doxtader and Charles Villa-Vicencio

To Repair the Irreparable features over twenty
essays from leading commentators about the past, present and
future of reparation in South Africa. What are the benefits and limits
of current reparations policy? How can South Africa best fulfil the
demands of reparations, democracy-building and justice? How 
does the South African experience contribute to international
debates over reparation? For both citizen and scholar, the essays 
in this volume make an important case for why reparation matters 
and offer timely discussions of how South Africa might best continue
the work of reconstruction. 

TAKING POWER IN THE ECONOMY
Gains and Directions*
Edited by Sue Brown and Alta Fölscher

Taking Power in the Economy – Gains and
Directions is the first in a series of Transformation
Audits published by the Institute for Justice and Reconciliation. 
The series interrogates the manner in which South Africa’s economy
is transforming the country’s political and social landscape. It scruti-
nises the data for directions of development and pointers for future
policy. This edition mobilises acknowledged experts in these areas 
to apply high-calibre political and statistical analysis to the existing
data, in order to analyse and quantify economic transformation.

ZIMBABWE
Injustice and Political Reconciliation
Edited by Brian Raftopoulos and Tyrone Savage
Available early 2005

How to turn injustice into co-existence and 
political reconciliation: this is the imperative facing
Zimbabwe. The book provides a selection of voices from 
within Zimbabwe and beyond on options for nation-building and
reconstruction, focusing with candour and integrity on the issues 
that need to be addressed, in order for democracy to be 
re-established.

PIECES OF THE PUZZLE
Notes on Transitional Justice 
and the Politics of Peace-making
Edited by Charles Villa-Vicencio and Erik Doxtader
Available early 2005

A handbook for activists engaging in transitional 
justice and reconciliation with a focus on African countries 
undergoing transition. This collection contributes to this process 
by addressing some of the key terms, questions and dynamics of
political change. The book is intended for those who want to know
more about the contemporary debate in transitional justice and the
dynamics of reconciliation in a practical way. 

*Available in bookshops countrywide

the availability of starting capital, ease of entry into the labour 
market, and the general macroeconomic environment.

Given motivation, the use of role models is an effective method of
stimulating entrepreneurial spirit among youth. Experienced business
people can be used to promote self-employment as a viable income-
generating occupation, rather than simply as a means of escaping
unemployment. 

Furthermore, greater effort is needed in gearing school curricula
towards developing enterprise and basic monetary and numeracy
skills. Links need to be created between educational institutions 
and industry, so that learners can explore the opportunities for self-
employment for themselves. There also seems to be little awareness
amongst youth of programmes aimed at helping the unemployed. 

Alongside these measures, employment demoralisation and youth
perceptions of the labour market need to be addressed directly. Policy
should be geared towards information dissemination, with particular
emphasis on radio promotions, so that youth are aware of job openings.
This will ensure accurate perceptions of the labour market by youth,
as well as helping with the problems of job accessibility and the cost
of job-searching.

Cecil Mlatsheni is a lecturer at the School of Economics at the
University of Cape Town, and was one of the contributors to the

Institute for Justice and Reconciliation’s Transformation Audit 2004.
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