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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

“What does inequality, poverty and socio-demographic change look like in South Africa – at present, and over the past 27 years of 

democracy?” 

This report aims to address that question. To do so, we take a multidimensional approach to assessing inequality (as well as 

poverty and socio-demographic change), considering inequality in eight dimensions, namely: Economic, Education, Health, Living 

Conditions, Social and Cultural, Physical Security and Legal, Political, and Environmental. 

For each of the dimensions, we review the literature and analyse data from various sources to provide a view at present, as well 

as over time. 

Our approach moves one beyond referring to a Gini coefficient metric to answer the question of inequality. A shift towards a multidi-

mensional framing of poverty and inequality in South Africa lends itself to a more comprehensive description of what has, and has not, 

been achieved during the new democratic dispensation. By interrogating the changes made in South Africa in a more granular way, the 

lived experience of South Africans may be better understood and reflected on. The approach also allows the drivers of inequality to be 

identified. In this way, levers of change and opportunity can be described, and poverty can be tackled more comprehensively.

Where useful, we rely on frameworks to consider how all of the mentioned dimensions link together. Some dimensions relate to 

‘fundamental capabilities’ (like equal access to health, education, and economic participation). Others relate to ‘functionings’ 

(like health and education outcomes, and income and wealth). And yet others relate to ‘conversion factors’ (for example, personal, 

socio-political and environmental circumstances), where the latter may influence both capabilities and functionings. 

Following the above approach, key summary points from each section (dimension) are:

Economic inequality:Economic inequality: We analyse this in various ways, including by looking at income and wealth inequality, inequality in living stand-

ards, absolute levels of poverty, and employment statistics. This interrogation of the data follows others’ findings that the aggregate 

Gini coefficient has not changed significantly over time, which we also find to be the case. We further show that within-group racial 

inequality has increased, especially for Black African and Coloured individuals. In line with others’ findings, we find that most of the 

inequality is linked to the labour market: both extremely high unemployment and the distribution of wages drive most inequality in 

South Africa. There is no clear evidence that inequality has improved over time by taking a generational lens. The evidence on whether 

the inclusion of older generations (>65 years) in income inequality calculations lead to higher inequality is inconclusive. While popu-

lation growth has been decreasing over the post-apartheid period, it is still higher than in comparable upper-middle-income countries. 

Population growth also manifests in household structure. Most South African households are extended family households, and these 

are also the poorest households on a per capita income basis. Single parent households follow with a low per capita income level, as 

such fertility rates (even though relatively low) may still not be at the desired level for South African women. 
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Inequality is lower among households with at least one person employed, but only marginally so (relative to the aggregate national 

picture). Removing the top 1% of households (by income) also does not make a major difference to inequality. Absolute levels of 

poverty remain high. In 2015, 13.8 million people fell below the food poverty line; and in 2019, 11% of households reported that at 

least one person went hungry in the last 12 months.

Education inequality:Education inequality: We show that access to education and attendance has improved over time, at all levels. It has in some way 

reduced inequality in education, but there is still room for improvement. Despite this, the proportion of individuals that complete 

matric is low (less than half of those who start Grade 1 in a certain year matriculate successfully 12 years later), and this (lower 

levels of education) has serious implications for chances of employment, as the data show. Most concerning, however, is that the 

quality of (public) education remains low. It is evidenced by data on outcomes and infrastructure – which often points to the weak 

conversion of resources into learning outcomes as the main driver. 

Health inequality: Health inequality: Like the picture on education, we see that access to health has increased over time, but that this has not 

translated into meaningful outcomes for beneficiaries due to poor quality of services. As with education, health also does not 

occur in a vacuum; many other socio-economic factors matter (outside of the health and education system) in working toward 

outcomes. Overall, health and education inequalities remain high, and follow socio-economic and racial lines.

Living conditions inequality: Living conditions inequality: Like other resources, a clear socio-economic divide exists for housing access. Despite improvement 

in access to housing over time, including by means of subsidies from the government, many do not have adequate housing. For 

the 6.8 million households who reportedly have a monthly income of less than R3,500, 64% reported having inadequate housing – 

defined as informal or traditional houses, dwellings with no flush toilets, and households with more than two people per room. This 

picture improves slightly for those higher up in the income bracket, but improvement is mainly seen when the household income 

breaches R15,000 per month (generally the top fifth of households). Access to water, power and sanitation has improved over 

time, although there is still room for improvement.

Social and cultural inequality:Social and cultural inequality: While it is difficult to measure this accurately, we were able to elicit some notable findings. They show 

to which degree South Africans don’t interact with others who are different in some way, how many South Africans report feeling 

alienated, how factors such as gender link with poverty, and how South Africans perceive social cohesion to have changed over time.

Physical security and legal inequality: Physical security and legal inequality: It is clear from evidence on these points that access to physical and legal security, and the 

impacts thereof, vary significantly by gender, age and geographical location. We discuss the concerningly high statistics of issues 

such as violence in this section.

Political inequality:Political inequality: Despite South  Africa’s democratic system, the voices of individuals are not always heard. According to the 

data, many also perceive that they cannot discuss their political views freely, and at present, more than 8% of people feel that 

they cannot vote without feeling pressured.
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Environmental inequality:Environmental inequality: In this final section, we discuss pollution and transport inequalities. Poorer people tend to be signifi-

cantly more exposed to pollution, often because of residing closer to mines, refuse sites, sewage sites, and main transport roads. 

We also show the data on inequalities in access to different forms of transport. This indicates the high proportion of people whose 

mode of transport to health facilities is walking (possibly suggesting transport as a barrier in other areas of their lives, such as in 

accessing work opportunities).

Overall, we find that the picture of inequality in South Africa is deeply pervasive and entrenched, and it is difficult for many to truly 

access and participate in society and the economy, which would allow them a chance to improve their own and others’ well-being 

in their lifetimes.

Despite this, there are examples of progress that deserve to be highlighted. In the past 27 years, South Africa has, for example, 

expanded its welfare grant programme, housing programme, water and sanitation infrastructure, and access to schooling and 

healthcare, especially for the poorest and most vulnerable. 

Unfortunately, the gains made are insufficient to improve the overall well-being of the majority of South Africans in a meaningful 

way. Grants are not enough to support recipients, housing and infrastructure programmes are not keeping pace with population 

growth and urbanisation, and the quality of basic services – including those relating to water, sanitation, health and education – 

are often suboptimal, resulting in inferior outcomes and services.
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1. BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE
“‘Inequality’ has been likened to an elephant: you can’t define it,  

but you know it when you see it.” (Fields, 2002)1

Almost three decades have passed since the fall of apartheid, and income inequality persists. Economic growth, equity and social 

cohesion in South Africa are generally considered poor or regressive despite considerable policy reform aimed at improving these 

outcomes. The media and political publications continue to place emphasis on income disparities using aggregate income inequal-

ity measures, such as the Gini coefficient. While important, this seemingly one-dimensional view of tracking progress post-1994 

risks missing out on the dimensions of inequality that could become levers of change if properly understood.

Strides have been made in terms of achieving equity in access to services – particularly in the areas of education and health – 

and these should be acknowledged. At the same time, these strides have not translated into meaningful shifts in outcomes. It is 

therefore critical to understand the drivers of inequality to ensure that government policies and civil responses achieve the most 

optimal impact.

A shift towards a multidimensional framing of poverty and inequality in South Africa lends itself to a more comprehensive descrip-

tion of what has – and has not – been achieved during the new democratic dispensation. By interrogating the changes made in 

South Africa in a more granular way, the lived experience of South Africans may better be understood and reflected. The approach 

also allows the drivers of inequality to be identified. In this way, levers of change and opportunity can be described, and poverty 

can be tackled more comprehensively.

This report takes a deeper look at multiple dimensions of inequality and how it has changed in South Africa over the last 27 years. 

Priority pathways out of poverty and inequality traps are described in a separate report.
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2. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK – ASSESSING MULTIPLE  
 DIMENSIONS OF INEQUALITY

We use various dimensions and metrics to describe and measure inequality. For the purpose of this report, we will be evaluating 

different dimensions of inequality based on the capability approach taken to the multidimensional inequality framework (explained 

later in the text) typically used in the broader Human Development context.2 While the exact dimensions of any multidimensional 

framework can vary somewhat, we opted to interpret typical dimensions presented in the literature in a way that allows for more 

concrete analysis given limitations on data availability.

“Through the capability approach the Human Development approach redefines the concept of well-being  
instead of on survival means.” (Bucelli and McKnight, 2021)2

Figure 1: Framework for assessing multiple dimensions of inequality using a capability approach2

 

The framework provides a systematic approach to evaluating eight dimensions of inequality, while emphasising the intercon-

nection between all dimensions.2 These interconnections are based on Sen’s capability approach. The capability approach distin-

guishes between conversion factors (drivers of multidimensional inequality), capabilities and functionings.2 Conversion factors Conversion factors 

influence the degree to which advantage or disadvantage can move between the individual domains of inequality, some of these 

being capabilitiescapabilities (e.g. learning and education) and other functioningsfunctionings (outcomes – e.g. health). An environmental factor such as 

pollution is an example of a conversion factor that can drive the degree to which inequalities are transferred between domains – 

for example, from health to economic, if individuals are no longer able to work due to ill health because of pollution exposure.

The progress (or lack thereof) made in each dimension of the multidimensional inequality framework will be explored using a variety of 

metrics to provide a comprehensive understanding of inequality in South Africa.

EconomicEconomic

Physical security and legalPhysical security and legal

EducationEducationHealthHealth

PoliticalPoliticalEnvironmentEnvironment

Living conditionsLiving conditionsSocial & culturalSocial & cultural
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3. NOTE ON DATA SOURCES
Our analysis makes use of various data sources (household surveys, public sector administrative data sources and private sector 

data sources) to ensure that our evaluation is as comprehensive as possible. Furthermore, this approach ensures robustness 

since each data source has its own strengths and weaknesses.

The underlying data used in this report and quoted in other reports is mainly derived from survey data sources. In some cases, it is 

possible to calculate income (personal, household and/or per capita income) from these surveys. However, incomes may be poorly 

reported in surveys – in some cases because respondents deliberately misstate their income and in others because incomes are 

inherently unstable and difficult to report on. For this reason, many researchers prefer to use expenditure data rather than income 

data for analysis. At the same time, the household unit itself is not well-defined or stable, which further complicates deriving per 

capita income measures. 
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4. INEQUALITY FOR WHOM?

The starting point for any discussion on inequality is defining the population for whom inequality is being measured. An inequality 

assessment presupposes a distribution of resources relative to a given population within which the ranking of resources relative 

to individuals can be done. According to the 2019 General Household Survey (GHS), the most recent version of the survey for which 

data is available, there are 58.4 million people and 17.2 million households in South Africa. The number of households in South Af-

rica grew at 2.4% per annum while the number of individuals grew at 1.5% per annum between 2001 and 2019. This discrepancy is 

driven to a large degree by the continued growth in one-person households, a phenomenon commonly associated with urbanisation, 

and in South Africa, with migration and employment patterns. The growth in households has clear implications for service delivery; 

an increase in the number of households implies a need for more dwellings, albeit smaller, and more infrastructure to service these 

dwellings appropriately.

Figure 2: Growth in the number of individuals and households in South Africa, 2001-2019
Sources: Census 2001, Community Survey 2007, Census 2011, Community Survey 2016, GHS 2019

Growth in population and households is also not evenly distributed across the country, with noticeably higher popu-
lation growth in better-developed areas, as individuals migrate to access jobs, better-quality housing, education and 
healthcare. The latest mid-year population estimates published by Stats SA in July 2021 indicate that Gauteng has 
seen net in-migration of almost one million people between 2016 and 2021, with the Eastern Cape, Limpopo and Kwa-
Zulu-Natal experiencing net out-migration of 320,000, 189,000 and 84,000 people respectively.
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Table 1: 2021 mid-year population estimates by province
Source: Stats SA 2021

Recent statistics also show that 10% of the national population was aged 4 and under, 25% aged 12 and under, and 50% aged 26 

and under (see Table 2 below). 

Table 2: South Africa's age distribution
Source: NIDS Wave 5 (2017)

Percentage of population Age

1%

5%

10%

25%

50%

75%

90%

95%

99%

0

2

4

12

26

41

57

65

78
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5. ECONOMIC INEQUALITY

When viewing inequality through a capability lens, income and wealth are not ends in themselves but serve as means to achieve 

welfare and freedom.3 Because this report uses a multidimensional inequality framework underpinned by a capability approach, 

income and wealth inequality in South Africa is explored from the perspective that it contributes to suboptimal functionings among 

those at the bottom end of the distribution. 

Income can be considered anything that makes consumption possible4 and therefore, its sources are vast and varied. However, 

it is useful to categorise income according to its factor source (the factor of production used to generate the income): labour 

income (wages and salaries), capital income (capital gains and interest), income from entrepreneurship (profit) and land (rent). 

Understanding the dynamics and structural nature of the factor markets that generate these incomes is essential to figuring out 

the inequality story. Appreciating these complexities of factor markets also helps with accepting that income inequality is ‘sticky’ 

(slow changing). 

Another important source of income in the South African context is transfers from the government in the form of social security 

grants. Spending on income grants and taxation are fiscal tools used by governments to improve distributive outcomes in the short 

term. One way to determine the impact of these direct interventions in reducing income inequality is by measuring primary (pre-tax 

and pre-government spending) income and comparing it to post-tax secondary income (post-tax and post-government spending).

Although it’s more difficult to measure than income, we also consider the distribution of wealth in South Africa because of its 

potential to generate longer-term intergenerational benefits.

5.1 Overall income: inequality and poverty

South Africa has been labelled as one of the most unequal countries globally for decades. This is due to the strong focus placed on 

the Gini coefficient as the primary measure of inequality, which has remained persistently above 0.6.5 The 2019 Stats SA inequality 

report6 that reviewed progress in inequality reduction in post-apartheid South Africa arrived at the same conclusion. It revealed 

that there had been no substantial change in South Africa’s Gini coefficient during the post-apartheid period. 

Even though the report6 also considered non-income dimensions of inequality and numerous measures of inequality, South African 

media and political organisations focused exclusively on the aggregate Gini as a summary measure of inequality. Throughout this 

report, we will draw attention to improvements in inequality in other dimensions, where it exists. But ultimately income inequality 

– as measured by the Gini, in particular – remains the most widely reported and considered measure when assessing post-apart-

heid inequality.

Differences in both the reporting and consequently ultimate measurement of income reported by different households can make it 

difficult to accurately track income inequality. In the 2014/2015 Living Conditions Survey, one of the biggest household surveys in 

South Africa, 10% of households reported earning income of R30,000 or more per month. In the NIDS survey, a smaller panel survey 

conducted in the same period, only 6% of households reported earning income of R30,000 or more. Likewise, at the other end of 

the market, according to NIDS 2014/15, 38% of households earn less than R3,500 per month, compared to 41% as reported by the 

Living Conditions Survey. The Gini coefficient for these surveys is 0.6.
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Figure 3: Household sizes and differences in the measurement of income across household surveys,  
 NIDS 2014/2015 vs. Living Conditions Survey (LCS 2014/2015)
Sources: NIDS 2014-2015, Wave 4; LCS 2014-2015

Nevertheless, the reporting errors in and between surveys are typically not large enough to alter the pattern of extreme inequality 

shown by survey data. For example, while the NIDS, LCS, GHS and SARS tax statistics all provide markedly different estimates 

for the Gini coefficient, they leave no doubt that South Africa is characterised by extreme income inequality (Table 3). The Gini 

coefficient is lowest when administrative tax data is used (varying between 0.41 and 0.50 between 2007 and 2019). Data from 

the GHS shows Gini coefficients between 0.56 and 0.62, while the NIDS data (using a smaller sample) has Gini coefficients varying 

between 0.61 and 0.7. The LCS is not regularly repeated.

Table 3: The Gini coefficient for the period 2007-2019 calculated from various data sources  
 (tax and household surveys)1

Some critical data sources, such as the Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS), do not include sufficiently useful income measures 

(household income). Even where personal income data is collected from the respondent, this data is not disseminated publicly. 
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Where this is the case, the analysis uses other proxies to segment the market. Examples of these alternative proxies include Liv-

ing Standard Measures Standard Measures (or LSMs, which themselves reflect key dimensions of inequality such as access to services), area or area area or area 

type, race type, race as well as education levelseducation levels. The unit of analysis relative to which inequality is calculated varies throughout the report.

Excluding the top 1% from income inequality calculations only marginally reduces overall inequalityExcluding the top 1% from income inequality calculations only marginally reduces overall inequality. The contribution of the top 

1% of the income distribution is a topic of global relevance and concern.7 Removing the top 1% of the income distribution’s income 

from calculations of the Gini coefficient can indicate to what extent overall income inequality is driven by the phenomenon of the 

“top 1%”, as the literature often refers to this group. As shown in Table 4, excluding this group’s income from the Gini only margin-

ally decreases overall inequality. It generally lowers the Gini from 0.60 and above to just below, although using GHS income data 

lowers it to as low as 0.52 – which is still a very high level of inequality. Given that good data on the total population’s wealth is 

not accessible, this exercise was not repeated with wealth data.

Table 4: Comparing the Gini coefficient for all households vs. households excluding the top 1% of income households
Sources: NIDS and GHS

The evidence on whether the inclusion of older generations (>65 years) in income inequality calculations lead to higher inequal-The evidence on whether the inclusion of older generations (>65 years) in income inequality calculations lead to higher inequal-

ity is inconclusive.ity is inconclusive. Older generations have theoretically had more time to accumulate wealth from non-labour market income in the 

form of both financial and non-financial assets such as housing. However, different older population groups in South Africa would 

also have been more heavily subject to the inequalities generated by apartheid. Depending on the data source, the Gini coefficient 

for the population aged 65 and below can be higher or lower than the Gini coefficient for the population older than 65 years (Table 

5). Data from the GHS generally shows a marginally lower trend in inequality for the population aged 65 and younger, while data 

from NIDS shows higher inequality among the population 65 and younger. The inter-group Gini coefficient for different South African 

race groups (Table 6) shows much higher inequality among Black and Coloured South Africans compared to White and Indian/Asian 

South Africans. Specifically for Black South Africans aged 65 years and younger, there also was a trend of increasing inequality in 

later years. Among Coloured South Africans, the inter-group Gini coefficient seems to have decreased between 2015 and 2019. 

This raises questions about which income distribution brackets within the group experienced increased or decreased incomes. 

Further investigation is required to answer this question.
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Table 5: Gini coefficient for individuals aged 65 and younger vs. individuals older than 65
Sources: NIDS and GHS

Table 6: Inter-group Gini coefficient for those aged 65 and younger (excluding those aged older than 65)
Source: GHS

South Africa has experienced a population growth of between 1.2% and 2.3% over the past 36 years. The population growth rate 

has declined from an average of 2.2% per annum between 1985 and 1990 to an average of 1.2% per annum between 2015 and 

2020. The country’s average population growth rate has typically been between the average of upper-middle-income countries’ 

growth rate and the lower-middle-income countries’ growth rate (Figure 4). Kenya, a comparator African country (but falling into 

the lower-middle-income category), has experienced a higher average population growth from 1985 to 2020, decreasing from 3.5% 

to 2.5%. All middle-income countries have experienced declining population growth rates over the period. This is likely due to the 

increased economic development of these countries and increasing access to education, family planning and other similar services. 

a
 The Gini for the total population older than 65 using NIDS 2017 data is much higher than for earlier years. It is not clear why this is the case, but it’s most likely 

due to a survey anomaly for the 2017 wave. The trend of Ginis of earlier years should be considered indicative of inequality for the total population aged older than 65. 

b These Gini values are much higher than the Gini values presented in the table for Gini value for the total South African population. In the latter table, per capita 
household income was calculated for Gini values except for the SARS data. The Gini values in this table were calculated using individual income.

a

bb
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Figure 4: Average annual percentage population growth, 1985-2020
Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 2018

Population growth may play out in household structures (in an inequality context)Population growth may play out in household structures (in an inequality context). Although fertility levels in South Africa (which 

contribute to decreasing average population growth rates) have been declining significantly, suggesting a strong fertility transition8, 

average fertility may still be higher than women’s and households’ stated preferences.

Stats SA recently (2020) published nationwide research in which they asked women who had a baby in the five years preceding the sur-

vey (conducted in 2016) whether they wanted to get pregnant at the time. If they answered no, they were asked whether they wanted to 

rather have a baby later (indicating that the birth may have simply been unplanned or mistimed) or did not want more children (therefore 

indicating that the birth was unwanted). Unwanted births are therefore births – as recalled by the women surveyed – where no additional 

birth was planned or wanted at the time of conception. Over 20% of total births from the prior five years were classified as unwanted 

according to this research. The underlying research also shows that another 34% of the births were mistimed. As we discuss below, this 

may also have implications, especially for younger mothers. These unwanted births show a decline with increasing education; in 2016 

unwanted births to mothers with tertiary education (11%) was four times less compared to mothers with no education (46.3%). 26% of 

the unwanted births were birthed into households in the poorest wealth quintile and 13% into households in the richest wealth quintile. 

The highest number of unwanted births were found in the Eastern Cape, followed by KwaZulu-Natal and Mpumalanga.9 

Various factors may contribute to these high levels of unwanted fertility, including low-quality contraceptive services in the public 

sector, and gender violence and inequality. Recent research indicates that the unmet need for contraception remains high – at 19% 

– for sexually active women, and at 15% for married/in-union women. This research also highlights the widespread dissatisfaction 

by both community members and healthcare providers with the level of family planning quality of care.10 We discuss gender-based 

violence later in this report under physical security and legal inequalities, where it is found that among adult women in South Africa, 

21% have reported experiencing physical abuse in their lifetime.

While ideal population growth rates may be ambiguous and even controversial, the findings from stated preferences do provide 

insights into the possible links between population growth, poverty and inequality. The same report regarding unwanted births by 
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Stats SA discusses that the disadvantages suffered by unwanted children may be in their health, early childhood development and 

potential future social and economic opportunities.9 Similarly for parents (especially mothers), unwanted births may, dependent on 

the mother’s age at birth, limit one’s education, and job and income prospects, with possible knock-on effects for many other aspects 

that perpetuate inequalities. It is notable that there is also two-way directionality here (fertility influencing income and income influ-It is notable that there is also two-way directionality here (fertility influencing income and income influ-

encing fertility), with other studies finding that higher education and income lead to lower fertility levelsencing fertility), with other studies finding that higher education and income lead to lower fertility levels.11 

Teenage births may have declined over time, but StatsSA shows that in 2020 alone, approximately 34,000 births were to women  

aged 17 and younger. These births are likely to cause education interruptions and later entry into the labour market. In the same year, 

it was found that more than 60% of all births were registered without the details of the father. This percentage may change alongside 

legislative changes and there may be many reasons for this phenomenon, including choices by individuals not to marry (until now 

prohibiting the father’s details to be included on the birth certificate).12 Nevertheless, it does raise the question of the prevalence of 

single parents and what implications this may have for poverty and inequality.

In relation to inequality, population growth may indeed play out in household formation and different types of households’ average 

income and poverty levels.

Figure 5 sets out the distribution of different types of households in South Africa in 2015, with 39% of South Africans living in extend-

ed family and/or non-related households and 11.9% of households being single-parent family households. Extended family/non-related 

households typically have larger sizes than the other households. Table 7 sets out the income per capita of each household structure. 

The median per capita monthly income of the extended and/or non-related households is the lowest of all household structure types 

at R1,283 per month, followed by single-parent family households at R1,462 per capita per month.

Population growth which manifests in extended family/non-related households and in single-parent families (often female-headed) 

contributes to inequality in that these households typically share a limited set of resources among a large group of people, tend to be 

grant reliant, and these types of households typically don’t have good labour market links.13 This type of household formation is both a 

result of poverty and inequality, as well as a contributor to future inequality.

Figure 5: Distribution of households by household structure type (total SA population)
Source: Living Conditions Survey 2015
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Table 7: Median and average monthly per capita incomes of households, by household structure
Data source: Living Conditions Survey 2015

COVID-19 has worsened the economic situation and will affect poverty and inequality.COVID-19 has worsened the economic situation and will affect poverty and inequality. Given the pre-pandemic South African context of weak, 

non-inclusive economic growth and high unemployment rates, it is expected that the economic effects of COVID-19 may perpetuate existing 

income inequalities and poverty. In some cases, it may even reverse economic gains made amongst vulnerable groups over the past 

two decades (e.g., women, the previously disadvantaged). Recent studies already point in this direction. Findings from the nationally repre-

sentative NIDS-CRAMc survey provide robust evidence of sharp increases in household and child hunger and insufficient money for food during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, both of which remained disturbingly high from May 2020 to May 2021.14 When considering the impact of the COV-

ID-19 crisis on the labour market - the source of labour income - gendered effects are already emerging. By March 2021, men’s employ-

ment and working hours reverted to pre-COVID levels but in contrast, women’s were below February 2020 baseline figures. Furthermore, 

inequalities in the time spent on childcare and in the income support for unemployed or furloughed workers endured during COVID-19.15

When Statistics South Africa upper-bound poverty line is used, more than one out every two South Africans were poor in 2015.16 While 

there had been a clear decrease in poverty (using the upper-bound poverty line) between 2006 and 2011 from 66.6% to 53.2% of the 

population, by 2015 poverty had increased to 55.5% of the population.16 This meant that 30.4 million South African were living in pover-

ty in 2015. A similar poverty trends report has not been produced by Statistics South African since 2017 but the impact of COVID-19 

is likely to have exacerbated the poverty situation by a large quantum.

5.2 Inequality in sources of income

Since the end of apartheid, a divergence between the top and bottom income deciles in real factor incomes (income generated 

through labour, capital, land or entrepreneurship) was seen.17 The 13% increase in national income was largely due to a 30% increase 

among the highest decile, with an almost 50% increase seen in the top 1%.17,18 In contrast, the average factor income has remained 

static in the middle 40% group, while the lower 50% has had a 30% drop.17,18 

Economic growth since the 2000s has primarily resulted in an increase in income among the high-income earners.17,18 Increases 

among the lower 90% have failed to rise substantially, and returned to levels observed in 1993 during 2011 (on the back of the global 

financial crisis). However, the top 10% was largely unaffected during 2011.17,18

Labour market income and large variation in labour market income play a very significant role in overall inequality. Work done by Stats 

SA and the French Development Agency found that roughly two-thirds of total inequality derives from inequality in labour market roughly two-thirds of total inequality derives from inequality in labour market 

earningsearnings and that half of this is related to the very high levels of unemployment in South Africahalf of this is related to the very high levels of unemployment in South Africa. The distribution of wage earnings 

among the employed also shows a long upper tail which increases overall inequality.e

c
 National Income Dynamics Study (NIDS) – Coronavirus Rapid Mobile Survey (CRAM)
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In this report, a simple exercise was done to determine the relationship between inequality and access to labour market earnings. 

Inequality is lower amongst households with at least one employed member, but only somewhatInequality is lower amongst households with at least one employed member, but only somewhat (see Table 8). Compared to 

data presented for the total population earlier in this report, inequality among households with at least one employed member is only 

marginally lower than for the total population. This could be because having only one employed member is an insufficient threshold, 

also given the high variation and longer upper tail described in the income distribution. Using household survey data that contains 

only household income data (as opposed to personal income) limits the analysis that can be done to households where at least one 

member is employed. If income is spread between many household members, this reduces per capita income, but total income would 

still be higher than in households without any employment.

The same pattern of lowest inequality within the groups of White and Indian/Asian South Africans hold here, with the highest inequali-

ty among Black and Coloured South Africans.

Table 8: Gini coefficient for employed households, all individuals and all households
Sources: GHS and NIDS

Table 9: Gini coefficients by population group for households with at least one member employed
Source: GHS

5.3 Post-tax income inequality

Personal income tax contributions, a large source of tax income that enables government expenditure, are paid primarily by wealthy 

South Africans because of the progressive nature of the tax regime. As illustrated in Figure 6 below, the top quartile of earners con-

tributed 73% of the total personal income tax collected in 2018. In 2018, there were about 22.2m registered taxpayers. 19.1m tax 

payments were received (Table 10), although only 5.9m taxpayers were assessed.
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Figure 6: Personal income tax contributions in 2018
Source: SARS data, 2018

Table 10: Number of registered taxpayers vs. actual number of tax payments received, 2016-2020
Source: SARS data, 2016-2020 

Despite a progressive personal income taxation regimed and substantial changes in service delivery in the post-apartheid period as 

reviewed elsewhere in this report, racial inequality persists in South Africa. The White-to-Black income ratios remain high at 8 overall, 

and this divide is even greater when considering wealth.17 A basic picture of the receipt of post-tax income by population share in 

2019 is presented in Figure 7. In this figure, the population has been ranked by income from the lowest to the highest income receiv-

ing. After accounting for transfers and taxes, White South Africans account for a large proportion (50%) of the top 1%, indicating that 

they still receive far more income than their population share.17,18 The slight reduction in racial inequality over the last two decades 

has largely been driven by the top 1% who are Black African.18 The increase in incomes of Black South Africans falling in the top 1% 

and other higher-income groups have, however, increased within group inequality among Black South Africans.e

d
 Value-added tax, accounting for over 40% of the combined collections across personal income tax and VAT is, however, regressive.
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Figure 7: Racial composition of post-tax income groups, 201918

5.4 Inequality in post-government expenditure (post-transfer) income

Post-transfer income refers to income after government transfers (like social security) and expenditure on social services (education 

and health) have been taken into consideration. Measuring post-transfer incomes allows one to assess the impact of government 

transfers on primary income (pre-tax and pre government spending income), and whether it is progressive or regressive. 

Figure 8 below shows the share of total transfers in grants, education and health that have been allocated to various income groups 

from 1993 to 2019.18 It depicts the progressive changes made by the South African government: Individualised transfers as a propor-

tion of the national income have consistently increased in favour of the poor. 

There has been a relatively rapid growth in transfer income among the bottom 50% who received approximately 12% of the national 

income.17,18 The middle income group also experienced an increase in transfers from 3.9% in 1993 to 5.3% in 2019.17 This is compared 

to the 1% of national income received by the top 10%.17 Overall, transfers have been made in the form of cash transfers or in-kind 

transfers.17
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Figure 8: Total individualised transfers received by pre-tax income group18

5.5 Inequality in Living Standards

It is possible to consider economic inequality in terms of more than just income. One can also view it in terms of what people choose 

to buy with their earnings – as well as their everyday living standards, as captured by a measure that not only takes income into 

account, but also assets and access to services. The South Africa Audience Research Foundation’s (SAARF) Living Standards Measure 

aims to do precisely this (see Info Box 2). In a way, it’s a multidimensional economic measure.

Info Box 1: Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on social grantsInfo Box 1: Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on social grants  

The COVID-19 pandemic has been a driver of the rapid expansion of social grants in South Africa. This was due to the in-

crease in unemployment. The recovery response indicated that R50 billion would be used to provide support to those who are 

vulnerable, along with the distribution of vouchers and food parcels.15

The COVID-19 recovery response has resulted in the following grant adjustments or additions:16

• Social Relief of Distress Grant of R350/month; and

• Child Support Grant increased from R350/month to R500/month.

R16.5 billion in relief was also provided to businesses in the form of debt holidays and financial support.15

Info Box 2: Living Standards MeasureInfo Box 2: Living Standards Measure

In the 1980s, SAARF sought to construct a tool that could be used for market research.17 Multiple variables were combined to 

create an index called the Living Standards Measure (LSM). This consisted of variables that were found to be strong indicators of 

living standards in South Africa based on the results of the AMPS survey.17 These indicators could be used to segment the popula-

tion into 10 LSM groups.17 After multiple iterations of the LSM, 20 indicators were incorporated in 2001.17 These evaluated whether 

households have the following: a built-in kitchen sink, car, flush toilets, shopping at supermarkets, microwaves, credit cards, fridge, 

washing machine, financial services, hut, stove, polisher, insurance policy, Hi-Fi, video cassette recorder, domestic worker, TV, car, 

hot running water and telephone.17 The list of relevant assets has been updated with time as certain assets have lost their 

economic and functional significance. Each variable has a positive or negative weighting used to determine the final index.17



1818 TRENDS IN MULTIDIMENSIONAL INEQUALITY AND SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE IN SOUTH AFRICA DURING 27 YEARS OF DEMOCRACY1717 TRENDS IN MULTIDIMENSIONAL INEQUALITY AND SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE IN SOUTH AFRICA DURING 27 YEARS OF DEMOCRACY

The 2014-2019 period saw households from the LSMse 6 and 7 become more reliant on grants and remittances as their main sources 

of income. Households in the highest LSMs rely largely on income through salaries, business profits and pensions, and the latter two 

have become more prominent in the past five years. More than 25% of households at LSM 5 and lower rely on grants as their main 

source of income. Remittances also play an important role for households in the lower LSMs (approximately 15% of these households’ 

main source of income), particularly in more recent years.

Figure 9: Households' main income source by LSM group
Source: SAARF

5.6 Nutrition and hunger

Hunger is a sign of insufficient income to sustain good nutritional levels. It is closely linked to income, wealth and living standards. 

However, we treat it separately here, given its importance as an indicator of insufficient means to sustain a basic human need. In the 

latest General Household Survey (2019), 11% of all South African households reported at least one person going hungry in the past 12 

months. 6% of households reported sometimes going hungry, while 2% said they often go hungry. These percentages are much higher 

for Black South African households, where 12% of households reported at least one person going hungry in the past twelve months, 

compared to less than 1% of White South African households. Hunger levels in South African households were exacerbated by the 

COVID-19 pandemic and associated lockdown measures, which prevented many households from obtaining an income and ultimately, 

necessary levels of nutrition.14

e
 The SAARF (South African Audience Research Foundation) LSM (Living Standards Measure) divides the population into 10 LSM groups, with 10 being the highest 

and 1 the lowest.
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Figure 10: Reported levels of household hunger (17.2m households)
Sources: GHS 2019

5.7 Wealth 

Inequality is often calculated using income rather than wealth data, given the complications of accessing wealth data. Recent 

work by Chatterjee et al.19 however takes a quite novel approach, using alternative data sources such as tax data. In this study, the 

wealth-to-national-income ratio provides some context regarding wealth inequality.

The South African wealth-to-national-income ratio has remained relatively stable between 2.5 and 2.8 following the end of apartheid.19 

However, the average wealth of individuals has fluctuated over time. Before the early 2000s, the real average wealth per adult stagnated 

at around R240,000 per person. It then rapidly increased by about 30%, before stabilising at R320,000 after the 2008 financial crisis.19

Wealth is extremely unequally distributed. The top 1% of the population by wealth own 55% of wealth assets, while the bottom 50% 

have a negative net worth due to their liabilities exceeding their assets.

Age appears to correlate strongly with wealth accumulation in South Africa. The average net worth of individuals increases linearly 

until age 55. Adults aged 50-55 are approximately 50% more wealthy than the national average. Following this, wealth generally pla-

teaus. In each age group, the top 10% holds the majority of wealth (approximately 85%). It indicates that generational wealth plays a 

role in wealth accumulation over time.19

A 2018 review showed that in 2018, financial and non-financial assets respectively amounted to two years and one year of national 

income. Pension assets represented the biggest component of financial assets (73% of national income), closely followed by equities 

and fund shares (51%), bonds and interest deposits (45%), and life insurance assets (35%).19 Figure 11 indicates that this trend 

has remained consistent over time. Housing is the main driver of individual and household non-financial wealth todayHousing is the main driver of individual and household non-financial wealth today.20 In 2020, 

residential property amounted to R3,061billion (25%) of household wealth according to official data of the South African Reserve 

Bank. However, this is likely a gross underestimation. Housing may account for up to R5,500 billion in household wealth, if the Housing may account for up to R5,500 billion in household wealth, if the 

assumptions on the average values of houses are adjusted using data from the Centre for Affordable Housing assumptions on the average values of houses are adjusted using data from the Centre for Affordable Housing (Figure 12). This 

adjustment would make housing the biggest source of wealth in South Africa.
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Figure 11: Household wealth (Rand billion) according to data of the South African Reserve Bank (2020) 
Source: SARB Quarterly Bulletin, June 2021

Figure 12: More accurate estimate of household wealth (2020, Rand Billion) 
Source: SARB Quarterly Bulletin, June 2021

The number of households living in formal housing increased by 6.3 million between 2001 and 2019 increased by 6.3 million between 2001 and 2019 and is estimated to be around 

14 million. While 14 million households live in what appear to be formal structures, there are only 6.6 million registered residential there are only 6.6 million registered residential 

properties on the Deeds Office registryproperties on the Deeds Office registry. 18% are valued at under R600,000, comprising a fifth of the value of residential property. 

The undervaluation of property, and in effect, underestimating the owner’s contribution to wealth, is likely to be a particular issue in 

the R600,000-or-less property category. 21–23
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Figure 13: Residential properties on the Deeds Office’s registry – by value
Source: City Mark data compiled by the Centre for Affordable Housing Finance in Africa (CAHF)

Financial assets are generally tied to formal employment and employment benefits such as pensions accessed through this type 

of employment. By the first quarter of 2021, only 14.5m of economically active people in South Africa were employed, of which 

10.5m were formally employed. Unemployed workers, using the broad definition, constituted 10.4m, of which 3.1m were discouraged 

work-seekers. This means that out of a total base population of 24.9m economically active South Africans, 10.4m were unemployed, 

implying about four out of every 10 economically active South Africans were unemployedimplying about four out of every 10 economically active South Africans were unemployed. COVID-19 and the associated lockdowns 

resulted in very large employment losses and a large growth in discouraged workers. However, between the first quarter of 2021 and 

the second quarter of the same year, there was a reduction in discouraged workers, reflecting the recovery of the post-lockdown 

economy.24 Only 5.9m of formal sector workers had access to permanent employment which provided them with paid leave and access 

to some type of pension that would enable the accumulation of assets for retirement.

Figure 14: Linkages to the labour market and access to financial assets (wealth) through employment for  
 the economically active
Source: QLFS 2021 Q1 
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6. EDUCATION INEQUALITIES
In this section, we show that access to education has improved over time. It has gone some way to reduce inequality in education, 

but there is still room for improvement. Despite this, the proportion of individuals who complete matric is low, which has implica-

tions for employment. Most concerning however, is that the quality of (public) education remains low. Education does not occur 

in a vacuum and the broader socio-economic context in which a child is raised matters greatly. Below, we describe key indicators 

regarding the education system at different levels, before turning to the link between education and employment (income).  

6.1 Early Childhood Development 

Education begins with early childhood development (ECD), which may be split into community-based ECD for children 0-4 years 

old, and Grade R, aimed at children 5-6 years old. Despite the fact that ECD centres receive subsidies from the government, 

access to this type of education is affected by parents’ ability to afford ECD programmesaccess to this type of education is affected by parents’ ability to afford ECD programmes.25 There are significant differences in 

the rates of access to ECD by race in South Africa. While 47% of young White children were not enrolled in ECD programmes, 63% 

of Black African young children were not enrolled. The percentage of non-enrolment is highest for Coloured children – at 72%. The 

cost of early childhood education as a barrier to access is more frequently reported as an issue by Coloured (5%) and Black African 

(14%) households than White households (3%).

Nevertheless, in most cases, it is the choice of the parent or guardian not to send their child to an ECD centrein most cases, it is the choice of the parent or guardian not to send their child to an ECD centre.21 On the supply 

side, studies point to the fact that ECD teachers are poorly paidECD teachers are poorly paid, which affects the quality of personnel in ECD centres. Many Many 

centres also lack basic infrastructurecentres also lack basic infrastructure. A 2013 ECD audit showed that 20% of national ECD centres lack adequate water, 25% lack 

adequate electricity, 26% lack adequate toilets, and 57% are overcrowded. Despite this, there have been improvements in ECD Despite this, there have been improvements in ECD 

over timeover time, with enrolment in Grade R more than doubling between 2003 and 2013 (300,000 to 779,370 students). This has impli-

cations for later education, with research showing that attendance of Grade R significantly elevates learning for the remainder of 

the child’s education. It is however mainly the case in higher quintile schools, with lower quintile schools showing no indication of 

benefits. Researchers suggest that this is due to differing quality of interventionsdiffering quality of interventions.26

6.2 Basic Education

Data from the GHS show high levels of school attendance across all ages, with a sharp drop-off from the age of 15 onwardshigh levels of school attendance across all ages, with a sharp drop-off from the age of 15 onwards. 

South African children are legally allowed to stop school attendance from the age of 15. By the age of 18, more than 70% 

of children are still attending school (see Figure 15). For those not attending, financial constraints and being too old or too  For those not attending, financial constraints and being too old or too 

young are most reported as reasonsyoung are most reported as reasons. 
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Figure 15: Educational attendance by age and reasons for non-attendance
Source: GHS 201921

The above picture of school attendance and completion across different levels has improved over timeThe above picture of school attendance and completion across different levels has improved over time, as shown in Figure 16 

below. This shows that the percentage of individuals aged 20 years and older who have attained at least Grade 12 has also been 

increasing consistently since 2002, growing from 30% in 2002 to approximately 45% in 2018 (seen by adding up the top elements 

in each bar). The percentage of individuals without any schooling decreased from 11% in 2002 to 5% in 2018.

Figure 16: Percentage distribution of education attainment for individuals 20 years and older, 2002-2018
Source: GHS 201821
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Figure 17 below shows the share of adults in South Africa by their highest level of education, broken down by age group. This again 

shows the positive shift that has occurred over an even longer time framepositive shift that has occurred over an even longer time frame. 7% of those currently aged 55-64 report having had 

no schooling. This has dropped but is not eliminated. Of those currently aged 25-34 years, less than 1% report having no school-

ing. A similar trend shows for those with less than primary schooling. 19% of current 55-64-year-olds report having had less than 

primary schooling, while 3% of those currently aged 25-34 report the same. Overall, this picture shows that people are increasingly 

attaining higher levels of education, with significantly more people reaching and completing secondary school.

Figure 17: Share of population by highest level of education and age group, 2020
Source: QLFS 2020 (2021)27

Figure 18 below looks at the same QLFS data, comparing 2010 and 2020 data for adults (25-64 years old), but breaks this down 

by race. Black African and Coloured groups had the largest proportions of persons who have had some secondary schooling as their 

highest level of education. Meanwhile, the largest proportions of Indian/Asian and White people had secondary education (complet-

ed) as their highest level of education. This picture has improved over time, however to a large extent the inequalities persist.This picture has improved over time, however to a large extent the inequalities persist.
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Figure 18: Share of population aged 25-64 by highest level of education and race, 2010 and 2020
Source: QLFS 2010 and 202027

Despite the above improvements, many still stop schooling before matricmany still stop schooling before matric. 44% of the “class of 2017” successfully matriculated 

in the standard time, meaning that of the cohort of individuals who started Grade 1 in 2006, 44% completed matric in 2017. Var-

ious studies indicate similar outcomes, stating that of a cohort of students entering Grade 1, on average 60% of students reach 

Grade 12 within twelve years of schooling, 50% pass Grade 12, 14% attend university and 6% obtain a degree.28,29

While the above focuses on education items such as educational attendance and shows some sign of improvement, the quality While the above focuses on education items such as educational attendance and shows some sign of improvement, the quality 

of education remains the greatest concernof education remains the greatest concern. Not all schools provide a similar quality of education and there are still distinctions in still distinctions in 

this that follow racial linesthis that follow racial lines. The GHS of 201921 shows that 69% of White students attend private (independent) schools and the 

remaining 31% of White students attend public (government) schools. 94% of Black African students attend public (government) 

schools and the remaining 6% attend private (independent) schools. The quality of teaching is often challenging for teachers The quality of teaching is often challenging for teachers 

in public schoolsin public schools and most educators report that they lack sufficient training and have very large classes, making it difficult to 

teach. Absenteeism has also been a downfall for both teachers and students as a result of poor access to transport.28

Despite international Minimum Norms and Standards for educational facilities, public schools still lack basic infrastructurepublic schools still lack basic infrastructure. Approxi-

mately 19% of public schools have pit latrines, 77% of schools do not have a library, 72% lack internet access, and 42% do not have 

sporting facilities.28 This has hindered educators’ ability to teach.28 Inequalities are also highlighted by differences in test scores  Inequalities are also highlighted by differences in test scores 

(education outcomes)(education outcomes). Provinces such as Limpopo and the Eastern Cape have high rates of illiteracy, with 91% and 85% of children 

still being illiterate at age 9 years. This is compared to a national average of 75%.28 Other studies show that the percentage of Grade 

9s that perform above the low international benchmark of 400 in TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study) is 

around 16-19% for public no-fee schools, 58-60% for public fee-paying schools, and 81% for independent (private) schools.26
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Public resources for school education have been reallocated to the extent that the racial and rich-poor gaps in public spending 

per child have largely been eliminated, although wealthier urban schools still have more highly qualified teachers, and therefore 

better-remunerated teachers, and fee-paying schools can supplement public resources through their school fees. Resource Resource 

shifts have not eliminated infrastructural backlogs in education, but in most cases, they have also not fundamentally changed shifts have not eliminated infrastructural backlogs in education, but in most cases, they have also not fundamentally changed 

learning outcomes, because of weak conversion of resources to learning outcomes in much of the school system. In contrast to learning outcomes, because of weak conversion of resources to learning outcomes in much of the school system. In contrast to 

the above concerns, signs of quality improvement and consequent inequality reduction do existthe above concerns, signs of quality improvement and consequent inequality reduction do exist. For example, analysis of matric 

performance for 2002, 2009 and 2016 show that the number of non-White students attaining a level of mathematics performance 

that would allow entry into engineering at university increased by 65%. These improvements occurred inter alia through the expan-

sion of good mathematics performance across rural schools.26

6.3 Tertiary Education 

Despite the challenges mentioned above, higher education enrolment and completion has increased in the post-apartheid periodhigher education enrolment and completion has increased in the post-apartheid period, 

as already shown in some of the figures above. Figure 19 also shows the distribution of young graduates (degrees) by race, indi-also shows the distribution of young graduates (degrees) by race, indi-

cating improvement in this overall picture to align more closely with population demographicscating improvement in this overall picture to align more closely with population demographics.

Figure 19: Demographic shift in young graduate (<35 years) profiles by race and gender between 2008 and 2020
Source: QLFS 2008 Q1-Q4 and 2020 Q1-Q427 (data averaged within each year)

In 2019, approximately 1.15 million students were enrolled in universities (953,000 public and 197,000 private), 880,000 in TVET 

colleges (710,000 public and 170,000 private), and 300,000 in community education and training centres.30

6.4 How does education link to employment and income?

Figure 20 below shows that of the 6.7 million unemployed persons at the end of 2019, 56% had education levels below matric, 

followed by those with matric at 34.7%. Only 1.9% of the unemployed persons were graduates, while 6.8% had other tertiary 

qualifications as their highest level of education. This suggests that lower levels of education are associated with higher levels lower levels of education are associated with higher levels 

of unemploymentof unemployment.
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Figure 20: Proportion of the unemployed by education level
Source: QLFS Q4, 201927

Figure 21 below shows the (narrow) unemployment rate for individuals of different educational profiles (highest level of educa-

tion). This again shows that the unemployment rate is highest for those with lower levels of education. It also shows a consistent 

upward trend across education levels, meaning that having lower levels of education is increasingly associated with unemploy-lower levels of education is increasingly associated with unemploy-

ment. It also highlights a significant increase in unemployment for all education levels, which is a concerning trendment. It also highlights a significant increase in unemployment for all education levels, which is a concerning trend. 

Figure 21: Narrow rate of unemployment by highest level of education
Source: QLFS 2008 Q1-2020 Q427

The educational profile of the economically active population (those employed or actively searching for employment) still differs The educational profile of the economically active population (those employed or actively searching for employment) still differs 

significantly by race.significantly by race. Figure 22 below shows that almost 92% of economically active White South Africans have a matric qualifica-

tion (43% + 23% + 25%, rounded) while approximately 51% of economically active Black African individuals have a matric qualifi-

cation (34% + 12% + 5%, rounded).  
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Figure 22: Educational profile (highest level of education of the economically active population, by race)
Source: QLFS 2021 (Q1)27

Figure 23 below shows the economically active population, split by highest educational level (x-axis) and race (y-axis), as well as 

absolute numbers (size of each circle) and percentage within each circle that are employed and unemployed. This shows that most most 

of the economically active population is represented by Black African individuals with some high school or matric, but that for of the economically active population is represented by Black African individuals with some high school or matric, but that for 

each of these groups, the rate of unemployment is also highest each of these groups, the rate of unemployment is also highest (42% of 39% respectively). 

Figure 23: Relationship between the highest level of education and the unemployment rate for  
 the economically active, by race (2021)
Source: QLFS 2021 (Q1)27 (data for economically active only, based on expanded definition;data for those  
 who have only completed primary school not shown)
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Figure 24 below also shows that even within the upper echelons of the labour force, those with a tertiary degree – Black African 

females, followed by Black African males – still experience the highest levels of unemployment. There may be many reasons for 

this, including the difference in the quality of education received by individuals, even within similar levels of education.  

Figure 24: Narrow rate of unemployment for young graduates (2008-2020)
Source: QLFS 2008 Q1-2020 Q427 (data averaged over each year)
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7. HEALTH INEQUALITIES 
It’s important to understand health inequalities because of their direct bearing on people’s individual quality of life (being healthy or not) 

– and the spill-overs of its (dis)advantages to other domains of inequality.2 This is more readily appreciated when one considers that in 

addition to the initial distribution of health entitlements and endowments, the key drivers of health inequality cut across multiple conver-conver-

sion factors: personal conversion factorssion factors: personal conversion factors (for example, age and gender), socio-political conversion factorssocio-political conversion factors (for example, stigma and 

institutions), and environmental conversion factors (for example, pollution and overcrowding).31  Collectively, these factors determine the 

extent to which dis(advantages) of health inequalities spill over into other domains, such as income inequality.

Decades of systematic discrimination under apartheid – a key socio-political conversion factor in the South African context – left a 

legacy of health inequalities. What remains is a two-tiered health system: a private health sector that services those who can afford it, 

and a public health sector that services the majority who cannot afford private healthcare. Although the post-apartheid government made Although the post-apartheid government made 

strides in increasing access to public healthcarestrides in increasing access to public healthcare,32 access gaps remainaccess gaps remain33 and the quality of the services provided is not on par with the and the quality of the services provided is not on par with the 

private sectorprivate sector.34–36 It is therefore unsurprising that poor health outcomes persist in South Africa, especially among the most vulnerable.37,38

Before describing the more recent state of health inequalities in South Africa, it is important to reflect on the progress made since the 

end of apartheid. Since 1994, the South African government prioritised healthcare reform on its development agenda.32 Improvements 

in the progressive spending of public healthcare were observed between 1995 and 2008.39 In 1995, spending on public hospitals n 1995, spending on public hospitals 

was pro-rich and only weakly redistributive for public clinics, but by 2008, spending on both public clinics and hospitals was was pro-rich and only weakly redistributive for public clinics, but by 2008, spending on both public clinics and hospitals was 

pro-poorpro-poor. Indicated by data from the 1995 IES/OHS and the 2008 NIDS, the utilisation of public health facilities increased dramatically 

over this period (1998-2005) for the poorest 20% of South Africans.39 Additionally, government healthcare spending on the poorest 20% 

of the population increased from around 20% in 1995 to around 30% in 2008.39 The government also increased access to healthcare for 

the poorest and most marginalised groups of society by expanding the healthcare facility network and abolishing user fees at the primary 

healthcare level.32 The success of government interventions to redress financial and physical access to healthcare was also reflected in 

the low incidence of catastrophic costs and reduced travel time between 1993 and 2008the low incidence of catastrophic costs and reduced travel time between 1993 and 2008.39

Despite the post-1994 successes with increasing financial and physical access to care, room for improvement remainsroom for improvement remains. Proxies of 

access to care vary significantly. In 2019, high rates of immunisation (83.5%) and availability of hospital beds (96.3%) demonstrated 

that there was adequate coverage of these parameters in South Africa.33 However, the rates of antiretroviral effective coverage (42.5%), 

diabetes treatment care (37.9%) and health worker density (15.2%) remained low.33 In addition to accessing a healthcare facility, the 

South African government set an 80% benchmark for the availability of medication in each facility.40 In 2019/2020,41 medication availability 

ranged from 78.2% to 93.7%, with a national average of 87.7%.41 Despite an increase from the 2018 average of 84.7%, two provinces 

experienced medication shortages below the threshold: Limpopo (78.2%) and the Western Cape (79.9%). The North West also came in on 

the margin at 80.5%.41

When it comes to decomposing inequalities in healthcare access by a geographical location, access to healthcare facilities access by a geographical location, access to healthcare facilities 

shows a geographical biasshows a geographical bias, as demonstrated in Figure 25 below, which was generated using 2019 GHS data. Even though walking to a 

healthcare facility is the most common means of transport for most households (approximately half in both rural and urban areas), rural rural 

households use taxis to access care at double the rate of urban households (40% vs. 20%). Using taxis has cost implications, households use taxis to access care at double the rate of urban households (40% vs. 20%). Using taxis has cost implications, 

which may present barriers to early care-seekingwhich may present barriers to early care-seeking. It is also interesting to note that using a bus to access care performs poorly in both 

relative and absolute terms: it ranks the lowest in terms of means of transport when compared to other modes, and its reported use is 

low (0-2%), irrespective of geographical location. These findings may allude to weak and/or unreliable public transport systems and These findings may allude to weak and/or unreliable public transport systems and 

highlight how environmental conversion factors may perpetuate or alleviate health inequalitieshighlight how environmental conversion factors may perpetuate or alleviate health inequalities.

7
 Per 100,000 target population.
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Figure 25: Means of transport to health facility by geographic location (total households: 17.2m)
Source: GHS 2019

The geographical bias in access to care also emerges when analysing travel times to health facilities. The geographical bias in access to care also emerges when analysing travel times to health facilities. While just over one in two 

households in urban areas reported travel times to healthcare facilities in less than 15 minutes in 2019, only one in five house-

holds could report the same in rural areas (see Figure 25 above). In rural areas, almost 80% of households take from 15 to 89 

minutes to travel to a facility, while only about half of urban households reported the same travel time. 

Even if care is accessed and received, it is important to ensure that quality standards are upheld. Even if care is accessed and received, it is important to ensure that quality standards are upheld. The government implemented 

an Ideal Clinic benchmark for clinics in 2015 and only 9.2% of clinics achieved this status at the time.41 It improved to 55.4% in 

2018, but decreased slightly to 54.9% in 2019, indicating the challenge to ensure the sustainability of quality assurance initia-

tives.41 Basic patient-centric conduct may improve the perceived quality of care by patients. These include being greeted by staff 

and having their condition adequately explained to them.36 When simulated (mystery) pre-hypertensive patients were used in a 

study assessing the quality of care at primary healthcare facilities in South Africa, the latter was poorly performed. Among these 

standardised patients, 39% received no lifestyle counselling, and 25% did not receive a diagnosis or follow-up appointment.35 Simi-

larly, among standardised TB patients, only 43% were offered an HIV test and 54% did not have any contact tracing.34 It is inevita-

ble that demand-side proxies for poor healthcare quality, such as bad experiences or negative perceptions of healthcare services, 

will negatively impact health-seeking behaviours. 

More evidence of how client experiences at healthcare services feed into health-seeking behaviour is illustrated in Figure 26 

below. According to GHS data, in 2019 the main reasons why households reported bypassing their closest healthcare facility main reasons why households reported bypassing their closest healthcare facility 

was based on their preference for private healthcare, long waiting times and a lack of required medicationwas based on their preference for private healthcare, long waiting times and a lack of required medication. Although the report-

ed proportion was almost twice as high in urban areas as in rural areas (46% vs. 23%), the preference for private healthcare the preference for private healthcare 

ranked as the top reason for bypassing, irrespective of the household’s geographical locationranked as the top reason for bypassing, irrespective of the household’s geographical location. This finding has financial impli-

cations for the poor, who need to pay out of pocket for private healthcare – and are prepared to do so, even when ‘free’ public 

healthcare is available.
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Figure 26: Reason for not using closest healthcare facility (by geographic location)
Source: GHS 2019

Access to care and quality of care are in part dependent on access to private healthcare. At present, few South Africans (17%) are 

able to afford private healthcare.42 The Government Employee Medical Scheme (GEMS) has attempted to increase access to private 

medical care. The coverage of this scheme has grown over the years from 690,000 members and 1,807,538 beneficiaries in 201743 

to 750,935 and 1,963,758, respectively, in 2020.44 

Figure 27: Medical scheme membership by race group
Source: GHS 2019

When disaggregating medical scheme beneficiaries by race (see Figure 27 above), the 2019 GHS survey shows that most of the most of the 

Info Box 3: Patient treatment journeyInfo Box 3: Patient treatment journey

Below we present an excerpt from an article that documents the treatment journey of a 35-year-old woman who was co-in-

fected with MDR-TB and HIV and started treatment in early 2009. She was a single parent with three young children, living in 

a rural location 35 km from the decentralised MDR-TB hospital.

‘In summary, for more than half (58%) of this patient’s 24-month treatment journey, she received inadequate treatment, 

despite adhering to her visit schedule most of the time. The patient received full treatment for 10 months (or 42% of the 

treatment time) and incomplete treatment for a similar length of time. She received no treatment for 4 months (16% of the 

treatment time). Despite this, due to her perseverance through the 24-month treatment period, she achieved cure.’41
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When disaggregating medical scheme beneficiaries by race (see Figure 27 above), the 2019 GHS survey shows that most of the 

White population (73%) belong to a medical scheme, followed by 47% of the Indian/Asian populationWhite population (73%) belong to a medical scheme, followed by 47% of the Indian/Asian population. This skewed medical 

scheme membership by race is mainly driven by income disparities that remain closely linked to racemainly driven by income disparities that remain closely linked to race. Most of the previously 

disadvantaged race groups simply cannot afford to belong to a medical scheme and rely heavily on the public health sector to meet 

their healthcare needs. 

What is evident from the literature presented above is that health inequalities in South Africa remain divided along socio-eco-health inequalities in South Africa remain divided along socio-eco-

nomic and racial linesnomic and racial lines. A recent study found that between 2001 and 2016, income- and race-related inequalities for life expectan-

cy and health-adjusted life expectancy favoured those who were relatively better-off and non-Black race groups in South Africa.45 

Race-related inequalities in health-adjusted life expectancy in 2016 were smaller than in 2001. In contrast, income-related 

inequalities for the same health outcome showed the opposite trend: it was greater in 2001 than in 2016it was greater in 2001 than in 2016. These trends are 

suggestive of policy changes that led to the effective rollout of antiretroviral therapy. This shift reduced the health-adjusted life This shift reduced the health-adjusted life 

expectancy gap with non-Black South Africans, but simultaneously exacerbated income-related inequalitiesexpectancy gap with non-Black South Africans, but simultaneously exacerbated income-related inequalities.

Evidence linking income inequality, lifestyle choices and health outcomes in the South African context suggest that poverty-strick-

en households and communities may exist in environments that are unhealthy or perpetuate an unhealthy lifestyle. A 2017 study 

by Mukong et al.46 found that smoking and alcohol use were positively associated with income-related inequality in health in South 

Africa. More specifically, alcohol consumption accounted for 27.83% of all measured inequality in health (compared to 7.35% for 

smoking). Differences in the chronicity of poverty also play a role in determining health outcomes in South Africa, with chron-Differences in the chronicity of poverty also play a role in determining health outcomes in South Africa, with chron-

ically poor children experiencing worse outcomes than those who go in and out of povertyically poor children experiencing worse outcomes than those who go in and out of poverty.47 Important correlates of these so-

cio-economic child health inequalities include access to the labour market, maternal education, water and sanitation, and social access to the labour market, maternal education, water and sanitation, and social 

norms (including the prevalence of female-headed households and the decision-making power of women in the household)norms (including the prevalence of female-headed households and the decision-making power of women in the household).47 This 

highlights how inequalities in other domains can exacerbate inequalities in health, and vice versa.

As expected, the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic further demonstrates how socio-economic inequalities feed into health inequalities. 

A recent study by Shifa et al.48 found that pre-existing socio-economic inequalities in South Africa were linked to inequalities in pre-existing socio-economic inequalities in South Africa were linked to inequalities in 

vulnerability to COVID-19 infectionvulnerability to COVID-19 infection. More specifically, poor households were more vulnerable to infection, partly due to their living 

conditions. The study also goes on to show that irrespective of where poor households are located, these households are less 

likely to be able to protect themselves from contracting the virus.49 

The evidence presented above shows that pre-existing inequalities in South Africa, of which there are many, perpetuate health pre-existing inequalities in South Africa, of which there are many, perpetuate health 

inequalitiesinequalities.
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8. INEQUALITIES IN LIVING CONDITIONS
8.1 Housing

Like other resources, a clear socio-economic divide exists for housing.Like other resources, a clear socio-economic divide exists for housing. Wealthier individuals largely reside in affluent suburban areas 

with adequate utilities and services, while poorer people often inhabit townships. People living in townships who have an income have at-

tempted to improve their homes by accessing loans. This is however a luxury that few can afford. Over the years, frustrations have often 

resulted in protests for basic housing and utilities. Figure 28 below shows the number of households living in different types of housing 

and how this has changed from 2001 to 2019. Formal dwellings have increased, and 82% of households currently reside in what might be 

considered as a decent house (basic brick/concrete block structure), up from 69% in 2001. Many however still reside in informal shacks 

or traditional dwellings. While 14 million households live in what appear to be formal structures, there are only 6.6 million registered 

residential properties on the Deeds Registry.50 

Figure 28: Number of households living in different types of housing, 2001-2019
Sources: Census 2001, CS 2007, Census 2011, CS 2016, GHS 201921–23

Government grants for housing have played a large role, with the percentage of households that report receiving a government housing 

subsidy increasing from 6% in 2002 to 19% in 2019. Over 10% of households in these state-subsidised houses however report that the 

roof or walls were weak.21 

More detailed 2015 data show that the proportion of inadequate dwellings decreases as household income increases. This is shown in 

Figure 29 below, with “inadequate” being defined as informal or traditional houses, dwellings with no flush toilets, and households that 

have more than two people per room. This suggests that despite formal housing increasing over time, many still have housing that is 

lacking in many ways.
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Figure 29: Number of households living in different types of housing, 2014/2015
Source: LCS 2014/2015

8.2 Electricity, water and sanitation

Beyond housing, South Africans require adequate utility services to function and yet an urban versus rural and socio-economic outh Africans require adequate utility services to function and yet an urban versus rural and socio-economic 

divide still exists here.divide still exists here. Access (connection) to electricityelectricity from the mains (the national power grid) was reported to increase from 77% 

of households in 2002 to 85% of households in 2019, albeit with major interruptions in supply. In terms of waterwater, data show that 88% of 

households had access to piped or tap water in their dwellings (off-site or on-site) in 2019, slightly up from 84% in 2002. Many provinces 

however still lag significantly behind in this. For example, this statistic remains at 74% for the Eastern Cape. Reporting of water inter-

ruptions to supply of more than two days at a time, or more than 15 days over the year, varied by province, however more than a quarter 

of national households reported interruptions by this definition. Despite an overall improvement over the last two decades in access to 

water and electricity, the percentage of households with access has stagnated, and even slightly declined, over the last decade, because 

connections have not kept up with household growth. Access to adequate sanitationsanitation (toilets) has improved over time. 13% of house-

holds used bucket toilets or had no toilet in 2002, with this declining to 2% in 2019. Data also show that in 2002 62% of households had 

a flush toilet connected to a public sewerage system or a septic tank, or a pit toilet with a ventilation pipe. The percentage increased to 

82% in 2019. This improved trend is however most common among urbanised provinces and areas.21 Free basic services, including those 

mentioned above, are provided by the government to poor households, albeit that infrastructure or basic access constraints remain once 

affordability concerns are removed.

8.3 Digital connectivity

Over time, access to phones and means of mobile and internet connectivity has increasing implications for inequalityaccess to phones and means of mobile and internet connectivity has increasing implications for inequality as it can 

help individuals to access many forms of information – including information about education, work searches and general participation in 

the economy. For this, a device and connectivity are needed – and for the latter, it often requires both mobile connectivity and data con-

nectivity. Device (phone) access is currently high in South Africa, with only about 4% of households not having access to a mobile phone 

(or landline, although this form of access is minimal – 88% of households have only a mobile phone, no landline). Despite this, in 2019, 

only 9% of households reported having access to the internet at home. Another 63% reported having at least one family member who 

had access to the internet somewhere (at home, work, public hotspots, etc.).21 These figures are lowest for provinces like Limpopo (only 

1.6% of households have access to the internet at home, and 43% via other locations) and the Eastern Cape (3.2% have access at home 
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and 53% via other locations). This access is by any means, including mobile data on a mobile phone, with both affordability and coverage 

possibly being reasons why there is no access (this is not in the survey). While varying data sources will show slightly different figures, a 

gap of well over a quarter of national households that don’t have access to the internet is commonly reported. 

The above trends show inequality in living conditions and access to basic services. Living conditions impact other drivers of inequal-

ity – poor sanitation and limited access to water will impact health inequalities. Lack of access to power may impact many items, 

from having lighting for safety to being able to refrigerate basic foods. Digital connectivity may increasingly play a role in one’s ability 

to participate in the economy, and hence a socio-economic divide may also increasingly be seen here. And having decent housing may 

impact everything from one’s health, children’s ability to do homework, and one’s sense of identity – all of which may in turn impact 

economic development.52 
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9. SOCIAL AND CULTURAL INEQUALITIES
Social and cultural inequalities in South Africa are difficult to measure (and subsequently under-researched) but remain important when 

considering the socio-political conversion factors that drive overall inequality. Marked differences in society along social and cultural 

lines – highlighted and entrenched during apartheid – continue to persist in post-1994 South Africa. Although inequality has been viewed 

through many lenses throughout this report, including gender and race, we add the note below with insightful data that elaborates on 

social and cultural identities.  

The social divide is evident in less than a third of South Africans who report that they often engage with people of a different racial 

group.53 The Duclos-Esteban-Ray index measures the degree to which citizens feel alienated, and South Africa has had a consistently high 

result.54

Poverty is also linked to social standing in many ways. Being female is linked to increased poverty, with 51.2% of female-headed house-

holds experiencing poverty compared to 31.4% of male-headed households.53 Employment gender disparities still prevail in the labour 

market, resulting in higher rates of unemployment among women. Additionally, children, people with disabilities and Black South Africans 

face the greatest burden of poverty.53

South Africa’s rich diversity can bring about tolerance if social cohesion is strong. Social cohesion, measured by the Social Cohesion 

Index, has improved over time. However, this change has been quite small.53 Social cohesion has a strong link with access to basic ser-

vices such as the provision of water, electricity and housing, indicating a link between equality in these parameters and social cohesion.53 

Social cohesion generally only improves when perceived improvements in these services are observed. The majority (70%) of South 

Africans feel as though inequality has not improved, or has in fact become worse over time.53 This may have contributed to the very slow 

improvement in social cohesion over time.
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10. PHYSICAL SECURITY AND LEGAL INEQUALITIES
Physical security and legal issues are other prime examples of socio-political conversion factorssocio-political conversion factors – which are the key drivers of 

inequality. Experiencing safety – both in physical and legal terms – are necessary conditions to achieve well-being. For this reason, it 

is important to understand how different parts of South African society have been impacted by changes in physical security and legal 

conditions over the period under review. What emerges in the narrative below is that access to physical and legal security, and the that access to physical and legal security, and the 

impacts thereof, vary significantly by gender, age, and geographical locationimpacts thereof, vary significantly by gender, age, and geographical location. 

Inadequate state provision of safety and security in post-apartheid South Africa has affected all its citizens adversely. The response to 

this state inefficiency tends to vary by geographical area, and therefore by socio-economic status (geographical areas are closely tied to 

socio-economic status and race due to spatial segregation of races during apartheid). In middle-class and affluent suburbs, the safety In middle-class and affluent suburbs, the safety 

and security deficit has led to a demand for private home security servicesand security deficit has led to a demand for private home security services which continues to flourish.55 At the other end of the 

socio-economic spectrum, Black African and Coloured townships afflicted with long-standing issues of gangsterism, violence and Black African and Coloured townships afflicted with long-standing issues of gangsterism, violence and 

crime have formed street committees in the absence of dependable policingcrime have formed street committees in the absence of dependable policing. These committees use a range of strategies – from 

peace-making to harsher forms of ‘street justice’ – to maintain a semblance of order.56 However, the success of these localised respons-

es to issues of safety and security varies, and physical security inequalities therefore persist along geospatial linesphysical security inequalities therefore persist along geospatial lines.

Gender-based violence (GBV) has become a growing concern in South AfricaGender-based violence (GBV) has become a growing concern in South Africa. The economic vulnerability of women has been 

perpetuated by this incredibly high burden of violence. Among adult women in South Africa, 21% have reported experiencing 

physical abuse in their lifetime.57 This is most often committed by an acquaintance or partner.57 According to the first quarter 

2021/2022 Crime Statistics for South Africa, sexual violence cases increased by 5% when compared to the 2019/2020 financial 

year (to adjust for skewed reporting in 2020/2021), with a 2% increase in rape cases over the same period.58 The occurrence of 

GBV is linked to social and economic circumstances. Uneducated, unemployed, divorced and impoverished women are more likely  Uneducated, unemployed, divorced and impoverished women are more likely 

to experience GBVto experience GBV.57 

This entrenches a cycle of poverty among these vulnerable women who may lose earnings while recovering from the mental, emotional 

and physical trauma of GBV.59

In the President of South Africa’s State of the Nation address on the 17th of June 2020, he reported that violent crimes had increased 

since the COVID-19 Alert Level 3 took effect on 1 June 2020, especially cases of abuse of women and children.

The most recent release of statistics for mortality and causes of death in South Africa (for 2018)60 showed that assault was  assault was 

the second most common non-natural cause of death in the Eastern Cape (22.7%) and Western Cape (20%)the second most common non-natural cause of death in the Eastern Cape (22.7%) and Western Cape (20%), the highest propor-

tions compared to other provinces. When decomposing assault as a cause of non-natural deaths by age and gender, it remained 

the most prevalent cause among males aged 15–29 and accounted for 23.6% of deaths in this groupaccounted for 23.6% of deaths in this group. The data highlights how 

Info Box 4: Gugulethu street committee leaderInfo Box 4: Gugulethu street committee leader

Remarks from a street committee leader in Gugulethu who participated in an ethnographic study on how communities in 

black townships deal with gang violence in post-apartheid Cape Town, South Africa (2016 to 2018).

‘Gugulethu is my community, I cannot live and watch gangsters committing crime here. If the police are not operating here, 

then we must operate to protect ourselves. We are not taking the law into our hands, but it is the same law which give us 

rights to also protect ourselves, the right to freedom, and the right to life. We are acting within our rights.’ 56



3838 TRENDS IN MULTIDIMENSIONAL INEQUALITY AND SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE IN SOUTH AFRICA DURING 27 YEARS OF DEMOCRACY

socio-political conversion factors like safety (or a lack thereof) intersects with health and economic domains and may further safety (or a lack thereof) intersects with health and economic domains and may further 

entrench inequalities in those groups of the populationentrench inequalities in those groups of the population.

During apartheid, the law was used as a tool to create and enforce various racial and gender inequalities. It is therefore unsurprising that 

in the post-apartheid period, South Africa has undergone an extensive revision of the law – guided by human rights – to redress these 

past inequalities.61 The lag in developing gendered policies and substantive rights has perpetuated the economic inequalities that keep 

poor, Black African women on the bottom rung of the socio-economic ladder.61 

The post-1994 story of legal access isis like many of the other domains covered in this report: there is progress in terms of capabilities, progress in terms of capabilities, 

but it falls short of being realised (turning into a capability)but it falls short of being realised (turning into a capability). Despite the development of the legislative framework of Legal Aid SA 

(LASA) and the right to legal assistance, many South Africans feel as though they are unable to access these services.62 Citizens have 

noted that their demand for legal services is unmet and resources remain limiteddemand for legal services is unmet and resources remain limited, especially for the poor or middle class.62 For those 

who manage to access courts and legal services, administrative burdens delay processes and affect access negatively.62 



4040 TRENDS IN MULTIDIMENSIONAL INEQUALITY AND SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE IN SOUTH AFRICA DURING 27 YEARS OF DEMOCRACY3939 TRENDS IN MULTIDIMENSIONAL INEQUALITY AND SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE IN SOUTH AFRICA DURING 27 YEARS OF DEMOCRACY

11. POLITICAL INEQUALITIES 
Political inequality is defined generally as the unequal influence different groups or individuals have over the political decisions that con-

cern them.63 It also incorporates the inequality of outcomes of these decisions. Put differently, political equality occurs when each indi-political equality occurs when each indi-

vidual’s preferences are taken into account when political decisions are made.vidual’s preferences are taken into account when political decisions are made.63 This is necessary to ensure the democratic nature of 

the state. At the outset, it is worth mentioning that 1994 represented a massive change in political equality. This must be acknowledged 

when considering whether there has been an improvement or worsening in inequality since. 

One way a democratic country attempts to achieve political equality is by utilising a voting system. In this system, everyone can make 

their voice heard regarding which political leaders they believe represent their values most accurately. Issues of coercion may be expe-

rienced in varying degrees, and therefore appropriate measures should be taken to ensure freedom of choice and opinion when voting. In 

addition, the more layers of authority that are present in a democratic system, the greater the potential political inequality in a country.63 

This is due to the loss of direct feedback and input made by individuals  the loss of direct feedback and input made by individuals that occurs when there are many hierarchical layers in a demo-

cratic system. In a democratic country, caution needs to be exercised to ensure that everyone’s voice can be heard.

Several factors contribute to population perceptions of political freedom. These range from the basic freedom to vote, to the freedom to 

discuss political matters and be heard.64 The data of the Afrobarometer survey, collected over several years, provides insights into these 

factors.

The majority of participants indicated a high level of freedom regarding their perception of freedom (45.8% felt completely free) and their 

right to vote without feeling pressured (67.7% felt completely free).65 However, many individuals felt as though they could not discuss 

their political views freely.65 Over time, citizens have perceived their right to vote without feeling pressured as getting better. However, 

following 2016, responses indicating a perceived improvement decreased again (Table 11), where the survey question is, “In this country, 

how free are you: To choose who to vote for without feeling pressured?"

Table 11: Afrobarometer responses to survey question on perceptions of freedom to vote without pressure
Sources: Afrobarometer 2002, 2006, 2015, and 2021

check/change these subscripts... check Peter's 
suggestions etc... delete subscripts?
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12. ENVIRONMENTAL INEQUALITIES
In terms of a multidimensional framework of inequality, such as the one applied in this report, environmental factors are considered a 

‘conversion factor’.2 This is a factor that is viewed as a key driver of multidimensional inequality. They influence the speed at which indi-

vidual resources become capabilities (real opportunities) and functionings (outcomes)2. In this section, we consider both pollutionpollution and 

transporttransport as two such conversion factors. When these conversion factors have less inequality associated with them, they enable better 

lives for individuals.

12.1 Pollution inequalities

The effects of population growth have become a global concern due to current levels of global warming. Of particular concern in South Af-

rica is air pollution due to the use of coal power plants. South Africa has some of the world’s highest levels of sulphur dioxide and nitrogen 

dioxide, both very dangerous pollutants.70,71 Coal power plants are typically surrounded by relatively economically underprivileged areas 

(such as Middelburg in South Africa), where residents face enormous health problems that remain for generations as a result.70,72 This 

has led to approximately 20,000 premature deaths annually.70,73 The estimated annual value of the health impact and loss of productivity 

is $2.4 billion.72 However, in this report, we are less concerned with the absolute levels of pollution and more about the relative effects 

of pollution on South Africans from different income groups. The legacy of apartheid still plays out today as impoverished South Africans, 

mostly Black, are still most likely to reside in areas close to mines, refuse sites, sewage sites, main transport roads and other forms of 

pollution.74 

There is a limited amount of quality data and literature about the inequalities in pollution exposure at the end of the apartheid era. It is 

therefore difficult to determine changes in inequalities in pollution exposure. However, it is evident from a range of often science-based 

literature that strong inequalities in different types of pollution exposure exist later in the post-apartheid period. Given limited data, it is 

unclear whether these have increased or decreased. However, it is known from international literature that controlling for pollution expo-

sure when calculating income inequality tends to worsen income inequality measures.75 In the United States, attaching a monetary value 

to air pollution creates effects similar to those of a regressive tax, so the poor lose income due to greater exposure to air pollution, while 

the rich gain income due to less exposure to air pollution.75

Despite a significant expansion of the electricity networks, many South African households still use non-electricity sources of energy for 

heating and cooking. More than 70% use kerosene, coal and firewood for heating, lighting or cooking.76 Continuous exposure to these fuel 

sources and their emissions are known to be associated with various forms of poor respiratory health,76 generating further inequalities in 

another dimension for these households. However, as seen in Table 12 below, there has been a marked increase in the use of electricity 

from the mains as a cooking source for Black South Africans. From 2003 to 2019, the percentage use of this cooking source increased 

from 48.4% to 73.0%. A probable cause for this is the vast expansion of the electricity networks over the years to reach a greater popula-

tion. There was also an increase in the usage of gas as a cooking source, for all population groups. Wood, paraffin, and coal saw a general 

decline in usage over this time. This implies a reduction in pollution from households that stopped using these cooking sources. 

Info Box 5: Pollution near coal minesInfo Box 5: Pollution near coal mines

“Thomas Mnguni often woke to find the windows and floors of his home covered in a layer of black dust. Living between two 

coal mines and a landfill in Middelburg, South Africa, he and his family breathed some of the country’s most polluted air.

When Mnguni’s son developed symptoms of asthma, a doctor recommended that the family move to a different part of town. 

Now living about six miles from the mines, the 14-year-old is doing better.”71
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Table 12: Different fuel sources used for cooking, by population group, 2003 & 2019
Source: GHS, 2003 & 2019

12.2 Transport inequalities

Transport inequalities can best be understood by looking at differences in ownership of private transport as well as considering different 

absolute and relative amounts of money spent on transport and time spent on accessing public transport.

Public transport is essential for ensuring that citizens who don’t own modes of private transport have access to employment and rec-

reational activities.77,78 South Africa has four modes of public transport: the railway system, the Gautrain and the bus system79, with 

most citizens making use of minibus taxis as the fourth transport mode.78 Despite the availability of various modes of public trans-

port, safety, reliability and affordability still remain an issue.80,81 In rural areas, access to transport is limited, while in urban areas, 

congestion is a challenge.80 In order to tackle the problem of segregation between the areas where people live and work based on their 

socio-economic status, adequate transportation is required.81

Using data from the GHS of 2010 and 2019, a comparison can be drawn on the differences in access and utilisation of transport 

methods over time. Specifically, the use of different transport methods to healthcare facilities indicates inequalities between South 

Africans of different race groups in access to various modes of transport. Table 13 below shows the changes in percentage utilisation 

of transport methods to healthcare facilities by different population groups. While 94% of White South Africans used their own trans-

port (vehicle) to travel to access healthcare in 2019, only 12% of Black South Africans were doing so in the same year. However, there 

has been an increase in the use of own transport by Black South Africans from 7.7% in 2010 to 12% in 2019. Minimal use of trains to 

healthcare facilities is observed for all population groups and throughout the period in question. This, as well as the large percentage 

of people who walk to healthcare facilities, may point to the increase in the number of facilities in outlying areas, as long-distance 

travel methods such as trains and buses are seldom used. Additionally, this number may indicate that the trains in South Africa may 

be sub-standard in terms of efficiency, safety and proximity to services that matter to people.
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Table 13: Population groups' modes of transport to healthcare facilities
Source: GHS
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13. LINKING THE MANY DIMENSIONS OF INEQUALITY:  
 CONCLUSION
As previously discussed in this report, the dimensions of inequality covered in this report have clear inter-linkages. Some of the dimen-

sions are related to fundamental capabilities capabilities (like equal access to health, education, and economic participationparticipation) and how it trans-

forms into functioningsfunctionings (like health and education outcomesoutcomes, and income and wealth), while other dimensions are considered conver-onver-

sion factors sion factors (personal, socio-political, or environmental) which influence (positively or negatively) both capabilities and functionings. The 

very strong convergence of inequalitiesvery strong convergence of inequalities in all these dimensions does not bode well for South Africa and manifests as pervasive and 

deeply entrenched inequality. The evidence presented in this report makes it clear that inequality in capabilities and functionings – inequality in capabilities and functionings – 

mediated by inequalities in conversion factors – remains persistently highmediated by inequalities in conversion factors – remains persistently high.

Despite this, there are a few stories of progress that deserve to be highlighted. Some of South Africa’s successes over the past 27 

years include having the largest welfare grant programme in Africa, and incrementally expanding its housing programme, water and 

sanitation infrastructure, and access to schooling and public healthcare, especially for the poorest and most vulnerable. Unfortunately, 

the gains made are not enough to improve the overall well-being of the majority of South Africans in a meaningful way. Grants alone are Grants alone are 

not sufficient to support recipients and their family membersnot sufficient to support recipients and their family members, with the current value of the child support grant (R460 per child per 

month)82 being far below the value of the recently adjusted food poverty line value (R624).83 Policy talks about the expansion of the grant 

programme continue recognising that healthy unemployed men who do not reside in a household with children currently are not receiving 

any form of grant support.

We cited evidence from in-depth research by Stats SA that two-thirds of overall inequality is related to the labour market, of which half is 

due to unemployment.6 The other driver of inequality in the labour market remains the relative scarcity of advanced and specific types of 

skills. Unless the problem of the labour market and, adjacent to the labour market, the functioning of the education sector is addressed, 

inequality is likely to remain deeply ingrained in South African society. These should be the two biggest areas of policy concern for all 

South Africans.

Even though public housing programmes are stalling, urbanisation continues at a rapid pace which cities are unable to keep up with. 

Those who have received housing from the government or who have invested in their own housing are often not able to unlock the full 

value of it from a wealth leveraging perspective, due to housing being under-valued and not always being registered with the Deeds Office.

Issues of quality also need to be considered. While access to water and sanitation may have expanded, the quality of water and san-

itation are substandard, and may possibly be deteriorating due to population pressures. Education and healthcare are two other Education and healthcare are two other 

important dimensions where the quality of services remain suboptimal as demonstrated in this reportimportant dimensions where the quality of services remain suboptimal as demonstrated in this report, despite very meaningful 

improvements in access, resulting in inferior education and health outcomes for those who access these services from the public sector. 

While there are many areas for improvement within healthcare, the provision of adequate contraceptive care for women may also assist 

in aligning pregnancies with women’s preferences. Access to effective contraceptives can therefore assist in greater equality for women 

and their children. Reduced gender-based violence and inequality is critical. The relationship between inequality and fertility is complex 

and likely bidirectional. However, there is an association that manifests in different ways, including early births for women which inter-

rupts education achievement and delays access to the labour market, as well as the structure of households.

8
 The roll-out of the government’s TERS relief scheme in response to the COVID-19 pandemic temporarily changed this. The TERS grant has been extended to the 

end of March 2022 but there is no final news on whether and how this is likely to be extended beyond March 2022.
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What then has been achieved in the last 27 post-apartheid years? There has been a noticeable improvement in living standards and ac-

cess to services for South Africans previously excluded from critical public services such as education, water and sanitation, health and 

housing. However, this has occurred without a concomitant increase in income.

Improving well-being in South Africa will not happen spontaneously and it will not be an event. Instead, it will require all stakeholders all stakeholders – 

government, the private sector and civil society – to make a joint, concerted and patient effort concerted and patient effort to assist with the iterative process of iterative process of 

working towards a more equitable society that enables all to optimise their capabilities and functioningworking towards a more equitable society that enables all to optimise their capabilities and functioning. The evidence present-

ed above shows that the government has indeed used the fiscal tools at its disposal to reduce poverty and inequality in some welfare 

dimensions, particularly related to access to services over the last 27 years, but massive room for necessary improvement remainsmassive room for necessary improvement remains, a 

chasm which must be breached if we are to flourish as a cohesive society.

Meaningful changes in development require the contribution of the greater society, which in addition to the government, includes the 

market and civil society. Even though policymaking is the responsibility of the government, the market plays an important role in the allo-

cation of scarce resources and the creation of employment that generates income. Civil society, which covers a broad sector, could focus 

on filling the gaps left by the government and giving a voice to vulnerable subgroups of the population.
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