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Abstract
There are many questions that remain unsatisfactorily answered as far as poverty is concerned in
South Africa. Given the poor performance of the South African economy, including declining per
capita incomes and increasing unemployment, since 2010 or so it is important to examine poverty
dynamics again particularly the period after 2015 because many recent studies have relied on 2015
data. In addition, studies do not examine all three interrelated aspects of wellbeing (viz. poverty,
human development and inequality). It is in this context that this paper uses all the five waves of the
National Income Dynamics Study (NIDS) and employs different poverty and inequality measurement
techniques to investigate poverty dynamics, human development and inequality during the postapartheid period in South Africa. The estimates suggest that although poverty was declining prior to
the coronavirus pandemic, the African/Black population group is the most affected by poverty. The
phenomenon of feminization of poverty is confirmed: there are continuously more women in poverty
than men. The multiple deprivations, as measured by the Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI)
which captures the ratio of those experiencing multiple deprivations, have not changed in the postapartheid period. Similarly, human development has not improved much in post-apartheid South
Africa. South African society continues to be one of the most unequal societies in the world. The
paper attributes the inability to sufficiently reduce poverty, unemployment and inequality to the weak
performance of the South African economy. In the same vein, it is the structure of the South African
economy that has kept the levels of human development low and income inequality high. It is
therefore recommended that economic policy should address these challenges and a comprehensive
social policy, implemented in tandem with economic policy, is needed to improve the general
wellbeing of the majority of South Africans. It is also important that specific interventions focusing
on undoing the feminization of poverty, improving the welfare of children, and empowering the youth
are vigorously pursued.
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Introduction
Among the most important issues that need interrogation as far as the post-apartheid
development experience is concerned is the state of wellbeing in the country. Of the many
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issues, reducing poverty had to be the most critical issue for a democratic South Africa given
the injustices of the past. Linked to poverty is human development. These two are largely
influenced by the performance of the economy and particularly employment trends. The third
related critical issue is economic inequality, especially for a country with the political history
of a country like South Africa. There are intermittent, if not interminable, debates in South
Africa implying that poverty has not declined much, human development has not improved
much, and inequality has increased since 1994. This paper investigates these three critical
areas, revisiting some of the works regarding these three issues by the author and others.

Prior to the coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19) there was no consensus whether poverty had
increased or decreased in South Africa. Statistics South Africa (Stats SA), the official
government statistical agency in South Africa, has not undertaken a survey since 2015 that
could have assisted in examining poverty dynamics after 2015. High unemployment rate and
poor performance of the South African economy suggest that poverty either remained high or
increased. Nevertheless, it is a given that poverty has increased due to COVID-19. Economic
inequality has remained very high while human development, as measured through the
Human Development Index, has not significantly improved in the democratic era. Arguably,
this might be due to the structure of the South African economy that has not changed much
since 1994.

It is in this context that the paper analyses poverty dynamics, level of human development
and economic inequality during the post-apartheid period in South Africa. For poverty
dynamics, I use the five Waves of the National Income Dynamics Study (NIDS). Money
metric estimates suggest that poverty was declining prior to tCOVID-19. The analysis
concludes that the African/Black population group is the most affected by poverty. In terms
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of gender, the phenomenon of feminization of poverty is confirmed: there are continuously
more women in poverty than men. In terms of multiple deprivations as measured by the
Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI), it appears that the ratio of those experiencing
multiple deprivations has not changed much in the post-apartheid period. The estimates also
confirm that poverty has remained a rural phenomenon even in the post-apartheid
dispensation.

Background
South Africa has pursued many initiatives aimed at reducing poverty, increasing levels of
human development and reducing economic inequality since 1994. There have also been
different perspectives in government how to reduce poverty. All in all, poverty has remained
very high. Arguably, the initiatives pursued and perspectives that informed them did not fully
take into account apartheid colonialism. Colonialism and apartheid entrenched a system that
ensured that the African/Black population group remained in the trenches. For about 350
years, various oppressive laws and policies discriminated against Africans hence apartheid
colonialism (as a shorthand of over three centuries of oppression of the African/Black
population group) is a preferred characterization/phrase by this author.

The policies and laws that have been implemented since 1994 have been rather broad, for the
whole of South African society (i.e. a better life for all). I argue that the focus should have
been explicitly about the African/Black population group. The various initiatives have indeed
aimed at the African/Black population group, but such initiatives have not been
comprehensive. The social protection/security programme has greatly helped but it has not
been sufficient, as an example. By the way, social protection is viewed as a broader set of
interventions aimed at preventing and mitigating social harm while social security has to do
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with income protection schemes. This helps but a comprehensive social policy would be
more effective. It is no surprise that social grants, for instance, cannot eradicate poverty in a
context where undoing ramifications of apartheid colonialism require a more profound
programme.

Whether the focus should have been more on the economy or welfare remains a big question.
For the most part of the post-apartheid dispensation, especially the first 20 years, a dominant
perspective in government was that more effort should go to growing the economy then
ensure redistribution. The 1994 Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP) had to
be overtaken by the 1996 Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) Macroeconomic
Framework because many felt it was important to get the economy right then deal with other
pressing issues on the side or later on. Indeed, the economy performed relatively well during
the mid-1990s to the late 2000s. Poverty did not, however, decline much partly because
unemployment remained very high. The economy has been performing poorly since 2010 or
so. Inevitably, poverty will get worse. With COVID-19, poverty will significantly increase.

Poverty lines and poverty dynamics
Definitions, measures and the conceptualisation of poverty have largely been settled (see
Gumede, 2008). The debates are more about accuracy of the measures and or assumptions
that inform conceptualisation in cases like poverty lines. For example, South Africa has
various poverty lines proposed or used by different researchers or research institutions and
government institutions. For instance, there is the food poverty line (FPL), the lower bound
poverty line (LBPL) and the upper bound poverty line (UBPL) as shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Inflation-adjusted poverty lines (per person per month in Rands)
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Poverty
line

Hoogeveen and Statistics SA
Ozler (2006)
(2008)

Statistics
SA (2015)

Budlender
et. al. (2015)

Statistics SA
(2019)

480
321
335
337
561
FPL
680
443
501
534
810
LBPL
1164
620
779
1042
1227
UBPL
Sources: Hoogeveen and Ozler (2006), Statistics South Africa (2008; 2015; 2019) and
Budlender et al (2015).

As Table 1 indicates, in 2006 Hoogeveen and Ozler (working with Stats SA) proposed some
poverty lines. Stats SA used/calculated poverty lines for 2008, 2015 and 2019. The National
Planning Commission (NPC) uses a different poverty line (i.e. R524). In 2015, there are two
different poverty lines: Budlender et. al. (2015) have different poverty lines compared to
Stats SA poverty lines for the same year. However, the point is that government could not
decide on the national poverty line – there is still no official poverty line in South Africa, not
unless the poverty line used by the National Planning Commission is taken as an official
poverty line. Stats SA has its own poverty line, and the National Treasury uses its own
poverty line, as an example. As argued in Gumede (2014), an official poverty line helps in
the fact that a country has an agreed poverty line and measuring progress as far as reducing
poverty is concerned is made easy. The point that I am making is that it would have been
ideal that South Africa has an official poverty line. Such a poverty line would have been
canvassed across society and endorsed by the National Assembly (South Africa’s lower
house in parliament). It is important that an official poverty line takes into account all
relevant factors for a particular society. In the absence of an official poverty line, different
unofficial poverty lines are used, or the fallback is to use the World Bank $1.25 per
individual per day.

That said, it is important to briefly discuss some recent studies pertaining to poverty. Scholars
and policy makers see value in defining and measuring poverty in different ways. The various
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conceptualisations of poverty are also seen as useful, although it is not always easy to
measure poverty the way it has been conceptualised. For instance, as argued in Gumede
(2014) fully capturing the voices of the poor in measuring poverty has not been satisfactorily
done. Similarly, to some extent, so-called service poverty and asset poverty remain
controversial in terms of how these are measured. Money metric measures (i.e. measures of
poverty based on income) are the ones that are widely used and debates are more about the
poverty line (e.g. whether it is set appropriately) for measuring the headcount (P0), poverty
gap (P1) and squared poverty gap (P2) measures of poverty.
Regarding the money metric approach, poverty is related to insufficient income to meet
essential items for survival; involving basic needs such as food, housing, water, clothing and
employment (Jansen, et al. 2015 and Ruch et al. 2017). As indicated above, poverty can also
be viewed in different terms. For instance, inadequate access to public services, low
educational attainment, social isolation, poor health, the private asset ownership as well as the
vulnerability to crime can constitute poverty (World Bank, 2001). Poverty can also be
thought of to be either relative or subjective. The relative poverty measure is the one such
that even if a certain individual or household meet the necessary income for basic needs can
still be considered poor compared to others in that society. Subjective poverty, on the other
hand, is when an individual or household determines own living standard whether it is better
or worse.

There are many studies that have evaluated poverty in South Africa, and they all confirm that
extreme poverty has declined in post-apartheid South Africa. For example, Maisonnave
(2019) employed a dynamic Computable General Equilibrium (CGE) model developed by
Chitiga et al. (2009) and data based on the Social Accounting Matrix (SAM). The study
concludes that people living under $1 a day had fallen by over half, from 11.3 per cent to 4.0
6

per cent in the period of 1994-2011. Schotte, et al. (2018) fitted a multivariate regression to
account for initial conditions in four waves of the NIDS to investigate poverty dynamics to
social stratification and the study finds that although poverty reduced, for those remaining
deprived, there are key indicators that are more likely to lead people into poverty (e.g.
households headed by young people, households headed by females and households located
in rural areas are likely to fall into poverty). In addition, Schotte, et. al. concluded that about
16.5 per cent of initially poor household improved their living conditions between one wave
to the following wave, on the one hand. On the other hand, the probability of those initially
poor to fall or remain in poverty was about 25.9 per cent. The study also found that across
provinces poverty was lower in Western Cape and Gauteng compared to other provinces.
This result is consistent with what Basarir (2011) found using General Household Survey
(GHS). Zizzamia, et. al. (2016) also estimated the risk of falling into poverty over time using
the NIDS. The study found that while 3.7 million people had become poor in 2014/15, about
6.7 million of those who were poor in 2008 had moved above the poverty line in 2014/15.
Burger et. al. (2017) find a significant decrease in poverty across provinces. However,
provinces that were initially poor remained the poorest. This finding is consistent with early
studies such as the one by Noble et. al. (2013).

COVID-19 has evidently worsened poverty as it has worsened unemployment and the
performance of the economy. The studies, using the NIDS-Coronavirus Rapid Mobile Survey
(NIDS-CRAM), that examine the impact of COVID-19 on wellbeing confirm this (see Jain,
et al, 2020; Bhorat, et al,. 2020; UNDP, 2020; Casale & Posel, 2020; Ranchhod & Daniels,
2020; Rogan & Skinner, 2020 and Willa, et al. 2020). NIDS-CRAM is a telephonic survey
that interviews some of the NIDS respondents. The first NIDS-CRAM wave was conducted
during 7 May and 27 June 2020 (during the initial hard lockdown) and the second wave was
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conducted during 13 July ad 13 August 2020 (during level 3 lockdown). Jain et. al. (2020)
analysed the impact of COVID-19 on labour market and poverty and found that after one
month of the intensive lockdown, active employment reduced by 40% with half of this ratio
with no hope to return to their jobs. Arguably, this would result to a substantial increase in
poverty for those who had lost their jobs.

Jain et. al. (2020) also find that women, people with lower levels of education, people in
manual occupations and informal workers were those that suffered a lot from the job losses.
Casale and Posel (2020) investigated the early effects of the COVID-19 crisis and hard
lockdown on women’s and men’s work in the paid and unpaid economies and their findings
point out to a more severe impact of the pandemic on women than men: job losses were
higher for women than for men. Ranchhod and Daniels (2020) analysed the labour market
dynamics in South Africa during the initial period of the lockdown and concluded that about
1 out of every 3 employed people either lost their jobs or did not work or earned no wage. In
terms of hunger, Bridgman et al. (2020), using the first and second waves of the NIDSCRAM, find that adult and child hunger reduced from 22% to 16% and from 15% to 11%
respectively during the two NIDS-CRAM waves. This implies that government intervention
through the COVID grant, and other initiatives was helping. Essentially, during the initial
lockdown (NIDS-CRAM wave one), many households did not have sufficient income to
satisfy basic needs but their situation somewhat improved later on (Bridgman et al. 2020).

Measuring poverty
As indicated earlier, the paper presents results based on the NIDS dataset (2008-2017)
because Stats SA has not undertaken a survey that can assist with estimating poverty since
2015. In addition, the existing poverty studies do not go further than 2015. The NIDS, a
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household panel study, was first conducted in 2008. I use income as a measure of economic
welfare. NIDS applied a recall method to derive household income, where first the household
were asked to declare total household income received in the last month. Moreover, the “oneshot” question was used for the single estimate analysis (SALDRU 2009). It is said that the
“one-shot” question could result in lower household income. I therefore use aggregate
household income by compiling the respondents’ answers on each income component based
on the adult questionnaire. Concerned with missing data due to non-responses, the imputation
method was then adopted and the imputed income from the six sources were then added to
the implied rental income, guided by the approach that Derek Yu (2013) followed.

To calculate the per capita income measure, household income is divided by household size
(see Budlender et. al., 2015 and Stats SA, 2017). Statistics SA’s food poverty line of R515
(expressed in March 2017 Rands) is used. Considering that effectively a cross sectional
approach (wave-to-wave) is used, the waves are weighted with their correspondent post
stratified weights (see Zizzamia et. al. 2018). Post stratified weights are also used to ascertain
that the weighted distribution of household by geographical location (provinces), race and
gender are the same as the distribution baseline survey. In order to control for changes in
price levels over time, the food poverty line is deflated by multiplying it with the 2010
consumer price index (CPI) as a base year. The 2008 NIDS wave had 26776 respondents and
the 2017 wave had 24 758 respondents.

Although the most used poverty line worldwide is the $1.25 per individual per day (PPP),
largely because it allows comparisons between countries or regions, in this paper I used
different national poverty lines as previously discussed. In the context of the national poverty
lines, these are based on the actual consumption and spending patterns of that particular
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country. Furthermore, I used different Foster, Greer and Thorbecke (FGT) poverty measures
which were first introduced by James Foster, Joel Greer and Erik Thorbecke in the 1980s,
hence literature often makes reference to FGT indices as family of poverty metrics. Foster et
al. (1984) suggested the FGT measure that uses the deprivation gap of each individual as her
or his shortfall weight as shown below:

1

Pa(y;f)=𝑁 ∑𝑞𝑖=1(

𝑓−𝑦𝑖
𝑓

)𝑎

Where Pa denotes the generalised FGT measure, α expresses the power of the FGT measure
used, (𝑌) it’s a vector of achievement (𝑞𝑥1), where yi is the expenditure of household
𝑖(𝑖 = 1, … 𝑞) and (𝑓𝑓)is the predetermined poverty line or simply the cut-off level, 𝑞 =
𝑞(𝑦; 𝑓) is the overall number of households that are deprived or simply poor. Moreover, the
headcount ratio (𝐻) that shows the share of poor individuals in the total population can be
obtained if (𝑎 = 0). Furthermore, when (𝑎 = 1) then all the equation drops into a
normalized poverty gap (𝐺) and when (𝑎 = 2) then it results in 𝑃2 , the average squared
normalised. There have been other measures, largely aimed at quantifying the various
dimensions of poverty.

The estimations indicate that poverty seems to have been declining before COVID-19. Table
2 below summarizes the poverty trends since 1996. Having increased from 2006 to 2009, the
headcount ration has declined (2009-2015). However, for the poverty gap and the squared
poverty gap measures, there have been increased during 2011-2015. To be sure, the poverty
gap measures the minimum level of income needed for basic survival (i.e. intensity of
poverty) while the squared poverty gap shows the severity of poverty.
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Table 2: Poverty trends (2006-2015)
Poverty line
FPL
LBPL
UBPL

Headcount ratio
2006
2009
28.4%
33.5%
51.0%
47.6%
66.6%
62,1%

FPL
LBPL
UBPL

4.2%
12.2%
22.5%

2011
21.4%
36.4%
53.2%

2015
25.2%
40.0%
55.5%

Poverty gap
2006
9.3%
22.2%
35.6%

2009
12.3%
21.0%
33.5%

2011
6.8%
14.3%
25.5%

2015
9.0%
16.6%
27.7%

Square poverty gap
6.0%
3.0
4.5
11.7%
7.3%
9.1%
21.3%
15.0%
17.0%

Source: Stats SA (2017)

As indicated earlier, it is important to also examine poverty by gender instead of broad
figures, in order to deal with the notion of feminization of poverty. Many studies on poverty
confirm that women are more prone to poverty than men (Nwosu and Ndinda, 2018). Table 3
confirms that; although poverty is declining for all genders, there are always more women
than men that are below the poverty line.

Table 3: Poverty by Gender
Measure
Year
Male
Female

Headcount ratio
2006
2009
2011
26.5% 32.0% 20.2%
30.1% 35.0% 22.6%

2015
23.7%
26.5%

Source: Stats SA (2017)

The results are consistent with the literature. For example, Chant (2006) argues that women
are not only prone to suffer more from poverty, this standard of living tends also to persist
over a longer period and can thus become intergenerational. Nwosu and Ndinda (2018)
analysed the effect of transitioning from a male-to a female-headed household on changes in
the probability of falling into poverty and their results suggest that the transitioning from
male to female household headed is highly correlated with the probability of that household
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falling into poverty. This confirms the hypothesis that poverty is feminised. Rogan (2012)
used Stats SA surveys to investigate the poverty status of female- and male headed
households in South Africa and concluded that female headed households had far high risk of
falling into poverty.
Overall, the UNDP (2014) indicates that there are four reason why women are more likely to
fall into poverty than men: 𝑖) There is normally a gap between female and male wage, 𝑖𝑖)
female headed households are more likely to be settled in rural areas where income poverty is
concentrated, 𝑖𝑖𝑖) female-headed households tend to have fewer adults of working age and
𝑖𝑣) female unemployment rates are higher than unemployment rates for men.

Poverty dynamics prior to COVID-19
As explained in Gumede (2008), 𝑃1 can be interpreted as a measure of how much (income)
would have to be transferred to the poor to bring their expenditure up to the poverty line.
Unlike 𝑃0 (which captures the share of those who fall below the poverty line), 𝑃1 does not
imply that there is a discontinuity at the poverty line. However, both P0 and P1 cannot capture
differences in the severity of poverty amongst the poor. 𝑃0 and 𝑃1 do not consider possible
inequalities among the poor, unlike 𝑃2 (the weighted sum of poverty gaps as a proportion of
the poverty line where the weights are the proportionate poverty gaps themselves). It is
recommended that all the three money metric measures are estimated because they help in
better understanding poverty from an income or expenditure point of view. 𝑃2 , for instance,
takes inequalities among the poor into account.

Table 4: Estimated Poverty Rates
12

Poverty measure

Method

W1
2008
48%
22%
13%

W2
2010
45%
22%
13%

Headcount ratio (P0)
Income
Income
Poverty gap ratio (P1)
Income
Squared poverty gap ratio (P2)
Source: Author’s own estimations based on NIDS waves (W).

W3
2012
39%
17%
9%

W4
2014
32%
12%
6%

W5
2017
29%
11%
5%

The estimates (as shown in Table 4) imply that poverty has been declining, at least prior to
economic downturn that got worse in 2019 and before the COVID-19 pandemic that has
obviously increased poverty. The headcount ratio implies that poverty has been declining
relatively significantly while the poverty gap ratio shows small improvements and even
smaller improvements in the squared poverty gap ratio. For both the poverty gap ratio and the
squared poverty gap ratio, poverty rates did not change during the first two waves (20082010) and changes in the last two waves (2014-2017) are negligible, effectively implying that
there were no changes in poverty rates. Table 5 shows estimates by province.

Table 5: Estimated poverty rates by province
Province
Western Cape
Eastern Cape
Northern Cape
Free State
KwaZulu-Natal
North West
Gauteng
Mpumalanga
Limpopo

Method
Income
Income
Income
Income
Income
Income
Income
Income
Income

W1
25%
68%
43%
46%
60%
42%
31%
49%
63%

W2
23%
61%
43%
45%
58%
44%
29%
42%
62%

W3
20%
55%
31%
37%
51%
38%
23%
41%
54%

W4
17%
48%
23%
23%
43%
30%
18%
33%
43%

W5
18%
42%
27%
22%
38%
39%
17%
29%
35%

Source: Author’s own estimations
Except for Northern Cape and North West where poverty rates increased between Wave 4
and Wave 5, for all other provinces poverty rates declined. Looking at poverty rates by
population group (i.e. race), as Table 6 shows, there was a slight increase in poverty rates of
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the Coloured population group during the last 2 Waves. There are also negligible increases
for the Asian/Indian and White population groups.

Table 6: Estimated poverty rates by race
Race
Method
W1
African
56%
Income
Coloured
31%
Income
Asian/Indian Income
8%
White
0.5%
Income
Source: Author’s own estimations

W2
54%
24%
7%
0.9%

W3
46%
20%
3%
1%

W4
37%
16%
1%
0.8%

W5
33%
19%
2%
2%

In the context of the notion of the feminization of poverty, Table 7 shows poverty rates by
gender. Although poverty rates for both men and women have declined during the successive
waves of the NIDS since 2008, poverty rates of women remain higher than those of men.

Table 7: Estimated poverty rates by gender
Gender
Method
W1
Male
44%
Income
Female
52%
Income
Source: Author’s own estimations

W2
41%
49%

W3
35%
42%

W4
28%
35%

W5
26%
32%

Lastly, another critical issue when examining poverty, especially in contexts of African
countries, relates to the question of whether poverty is predominantly a rural or an urban
phenomenon.

As Table 8 shows, poverty in South Africa has remained predominantly a rural phenomenon.
Zimbalist (2017), among others, demonstrated that poverty was much higher in rural areas
than in urban areas for the period 1997-2012. This has not changed, and it might worsen
because of COVID-19.
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Table 8: Estimated poverty rates by Geotype
W1
Settlement Type Method
Rural
Income
69%
Urban
Income
32%
Source: Author’s own estimations

W2
65%
31%

W3
57%
26%

W4
48%
21%

W5
45%
19%

As indicated above, the picture has not changed much and poverty in rural areas might have
intensified as a result of a weakening economy and it would most likely have worsened due
to the coronavirus pandemic. Although poverty seem to have been declining, as this paper
shows, rural poverty has not declined much. In the last NIDS wave, rural poverty was 45%
while urban poverty was 19%.

It is also important to examine the multiple dimensions of poverty. That is normally done
through the Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI); an index that takes into account people
living under conditions where they do not meet the minimum nationally agreed standards in
indicators of basic functioning (e.g. being well fed, being educated or drinking clean water)
and people living under situations where they do not meet the minimum required standards in
many aspects at the same time. In other words, the MPI measures those experiencing multiple
deprivations; people who, for example, are both undernourished and do not have clean
drinking water as well as adequate sanitation (Santos and Alkire 2011). Alkire et. al. (2011)
explain that the MPI approach uses a dual cut-off in order to consider both the prevalence as
well as the intensity of multidimensional poverty. The prevalence of poverty is the proportion
of the population that is multi-dimensionally poor using a specific cut-off. For example, a
certain individual is classified as poor if the weighted indicators in which that particular
individual is deprived sum up to 40% and the intensity reflects the average proportion of
indicators which poor people are deprived (Jansen et al. 2015).
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In technical terms, the MPI is derived through a two-step cut-off approach to identify those
who are multidimensionally poor. Before deciding on cut-offs, main indicators (𝑑) were
identified and then classified them into domains (𝑇). Using the weighting scheme suggested
by the early multidimensional poverty measurement studies, the indicators within each
domain are equally weighted:
1

1

𝑤𝑗𝑑 = 𝑇 𝑥 𝑑

Each domain carries an equal weight of one-third and the total weights for all domains is
equal to 1. Each indicator 𝑗, with 𝑗 = (1, 2, … 𝑑), is linked to a minimum level of satisfaction
which is denoted as the deprivation cut-off point represented as 𝑧 = (𝑧1, 𝑧2, … 𝑧𝑑 ). An
individual or household is deprived if his/her total satisfaction is below that cut-off point. The
MPI is useful as it captures the proportion of people who experience multiple deprivations
and intensity of such deprivation. In short, the MPI is made up of three different dimensions:
education, health and living standards. Education includes (years of schooling and school
attendance). Health considers nutrition and disability, and the living standard dimension
includes cooking fuel, sanitation, water, electricity, refuse, and dwelling type. For the
estimation, all the indicators are converted into dummy variables coded as 1 if a certain
individual is below the cut-off associated to that indicator and 0 otherwise.

Each indicator is linked to a minimum level of satisfaction which is denoted as the
deprivation cut-off point, represented as wi. An individual is deprived if his/her total
satisfaction is below that cut-off point. The indicators within each dimension are equally
weighted following the weighting scheme suggested by the early multidimensional poverty
measurement studies and each dimension carries an equal weight of one-third. It is important
to point out that the total weights for all dimensions is 1. The deprivation score ci ranging
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between one and zero is calculated such that

, with specific cut-off k, representing

the share of weighted deprivation an individual must exhibit to be considered as
multidimensional poor. An individual is classified as poor if ci≥k, when in the MPI k=1/3.
This means that for a person to be considered as MPI poor its deprivation must be at least a
1/3 of the weighted indicators.

Table 9 shows the total MPI, the contribution of each indicator and the contribution of each
domain. Different from the headcount ratio, the figures suggest that multidimensional poverty
exhibits different trends in the covered period. For instance, as can be noted, the ratio of
individuals that were below the cut-off of 1/3 increased from wave one to wave two, from
0.116 to 0.217 respectively. The trend changes from one wave to another in the subsequent
waves. For example, there was a decrease in the ratio of people who do not have enough
income to fulfil the minimum food requirement and have at least three social deprivations
from wave two to wave three (2010-2012), followed by slight increase from wave three to
wave four (2012-2014) and finally a decrease from wave four to wave five (2014-2017).
Essentially, multiple deprivations remain prominent in South Africa and have worsened
because of COVID-19.

Table 9: Multidimensional Headcount (M0=H*A)
MPI

W1
W2
0.116
0.217
Source: Author’s own estimations

W3
0.114

W4
0.135

W5
0.103

A useful feature of the MPI is that once the total MPI is computed, we can still assess the
contribution of each indicator to total MPI. This approach was followed and the results, as
shown in Table 10, suggest that the share of years of schooling as well as child enrolment is
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almost zero across the waves, except in wave two and five. Moreover, the portion of people
deprived in the factors such as being disable, not having access to electricity, dwelling type,
not having good fuel cooking as well as not living in a place with piped water appears to have
an impact on the overall multidimensional deprivation. Although these factors appear to
contribute to the total MPI, their impact is not significant compared to factors such as
malnutrition and sanitation as well as refuse removal. The aforementioned factors are found
to play significant role in the overall multidimensional poverty. Although fuel cooking does
not have a significant contribution to the total MPI, something that is worth highlighting is
that in wave four it also played significant role. The results imply that more attention should
be given to malnutrition, sanitation as well as refuse removal as their share in the total MPI is
very significant compared to other factors in all domains.

Table 10: Contribution of each indicator (%)
Description
Domain 1

Indicators
W1
Chilenr
0.000
SYearsschool
0.000
Domain 2
Disability
0.047
mNutrition
0.450
Domain 3
Electricity
0.063
Sanitation
0.141
Refuse
0.141
Dwelling type 0.016
Fuelcooking
0.086
Water
0.055
Source: Author’s own estimations

W2
0.175
0.095
0.008
0.365
0.058
0.089
0.103
0.013
0.055
0.039

W3
0.000
0.000
0.000
0.469
0.059
0.156
0.156
0.014
0.073
0.073

W4
0.000
0.000
0.034
0.446
0.064
0.140
0.136
0.019
0.102
0.057

W5
0.016
0.000
0.094
0.439
0.031
0.130
0.125
0.016
0.093
0.057

Weight
3/18
3/18
3/18
3/18
1/18
1/18
1/18
1/18
1/18
1/18

Results of each indicator’s contribution to the total MPI the contribution for each domain
show that health and the living standard domains appear to contribute more to the total MPI
compared to education. For example, health was significant in wave two and wave five, while
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living standard had significant role in wave one, three and four. In other words, health and
standard of living are the core domains in which people do not meet the necessary/minimum
income and thus considered as multidimensionally poor.

Human Development
As indicated above, linked to poverty is human development. It is important that any
discussion of poverty also deals with human development, usually measured by the Human
Development Index (HDI), particularly the per capita income aspect. To be sure, the HDI is a
composite index consisting of three main dimensions: long and healthy life, the ability to
acquire knowledge and the ability to achieve a decent standard of living (see Gumede 2016).

Using the NIDS data to calculate the HDI, it would seem that the level of human
development in post-apartheid South Africa has not improved much: 0.649 in 2010; 0.685 in
2014 and 0.69 in 2017 as shown in Table 11. The 2018 Human Development Report was
used because the 2019 Human Development Report did not have some of the figures,
particularly those corresponding with the waves of the NIDS for analysing similar years and
the similar period hence no data for some years for the IHDI and the GII. It is important to
indicate that the HDI is determined based on two calculations, as undertaken for this paper.
First, before computing the overall HDI, each dimension is transformed into indices of
between 0 and 1 by setting their minimum and maximum values. Then aggregating the
dimensional indices to produce the HDI. The HDI is the geometric mean of the indices for
the three main dimensions:
HDI=(IHealth . IEducation . IIncome)1/3
IHealth, IEducation, IIncome denote health, education and decent standard of living dimensions.
Table 11. Human Development
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Period

2008

2010

2012

2014

2017

HDI

0.633

0.649

0.664

0.685

0.699

IHDI

---------

0.411

--------

0.428

0.467

GII

---------

0.635

0.462

0.407

0.389

Source: Author’s own estimations

Table 11 also shows the Inequality-adjusted Human Development Index (IHDI) which
combines a country’s average achievements in health, education and income with how those
achievements are distributed among country’s population by “discounting” each dimension’s
average value according to its level of inequality (UNDP 2018). The IHDI seems to have
been increasing relatively faster than the normal HDI in South Africa: 0.411 in 2010 and
0.467 in 2017. Although this is commendable, the IHDI is generally low. It is not
unreasonable to expect that the IHDI should have been at least 0.50 if government was
vigorously pursuing interventions aimed at improving wellbeing. It is however worth
highlighting that the Gender Inequality Index (GII), a measure of gender disparity, has been
declining relatively significantly since 2010: 0.635 in 2010 and 0.389 in 2017. This means
that the country is doing relatively well in addressing the gender gap.

At an aggregate level, South Africa is classified as high human development country with an
HDI of about 0.70 (UNDP, 2020). As Table 12 shows, however, the pace of growth in the
HDI has been slow which confirms author’s own calculations shown in Table 11. This is not
surprising because the various components of the HDI have not improved much over the
years and there is still a gap of about 2 years between mean years and expected years of
schooling as shown in Table 12. Per capita income, another critical component of the HDI,
has not improved since 2010. That said, it is welcome that the HDI has been slowly
increasing during 1995-2019.
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Table 12: HDI trends (1995-2019)
Life
expectancy
at birth
61.6
1995
56.0
2000
53.4
2005
57.7
2010
62.6
2015
63.2
2016
63.5
2017
63.9
2018
64.1
2019
Source: UNDP, (2019)

Expected
years of
schooling
13.0
13.0
12.9
12.8
13.8
13.7
13.7
13.7
13.8

Mean years
of schooling
8.2
8.8
8.9
10.2
10.1
10.2
10.2
10.2
10.2

GNI per
capita (2017
PPP$)
9.023
9.498
10.798
11.723
12.052
11.908
11.864
11.758
12.129

HDI Value

0.652
0.629
0.631
0.664
0.693
0.701
0.705
0.707
0.709

It is interesting that per capita gross national income (GNI) improved between 2018 and 2019
even though GDP per capita has been declining. With COVID-19, per capita incomes would
further decline. Lastly, life expectancy has not changed much since 2015.

Economic inequality
There is consensus that South Africa is a highly unequal society and research supports that
view. For example, Schotte, et al. (2018) using a multivariate regression in four NIDS waves
concluded that Gauteng, the Western Cape and Mpumalanga exhibited high level of local
social inequality. This is consistent with earlier findings in Leibbrant, Finn and Woolard
(2012) and Ozler (2007). David et al. (2018) examined the spatial distribution of poverty and
inequality in South Africa using the 2011 South African census and found that overall
inequality measured by Gini coefficient was about 0.57 in all municipalities. However, this
was differently distributed across municipalities. For example, the large municipalities are
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those characterised by higher levels of inequality, ranging from 0.73 to 0.76 (David et al.
2018).

Along the same lines, the National Minimum Wage Panel (2016) analysed the share of
women in total employment in different sectors and the results point to a high degree of
variety. For instance, some sectors employed far more men than women (e.g. taxi industry
and the private security sector). Sectors such as domestic work, hospitality and contract
cleaning seemed to be employing more women than men. Other scholars, for instance
Fredericks and Yu (2017) investigated differences in employment attainment and findings
suggest that between 1997 and 2015 men and white people were favoured relative to their
counterpart female and Blacks/Africans. More recently, Espi et al. (2019) used Employment
Equity Act (EEA) data to investigate gender and pay gaps in 2015 and 2016. Results confirm
what the earlier studies found that women are under-represented in high-skilled levels. Espi et
al. (2019) also find that the gender pay gap has widened.

Bhorat and Goga (2013); Rogan and Alfers (2019) and Mosomi (2019) analysed the gender
wage gap, and the results seem to be consistent that the gender wage gap is high. For
example, Mosomi (2019) finds that the gender wage gap remained at an average of 23 and 25
per cent. According to Bezuidenhout, et al. (2019) the gender wage gap also depends on the
status of a firm. For example, the authors used a unique employee-employer matched data
panel from 2011 to 2016 for South Africa and employing fixed effects regressions found that
the gender wage gap of trading firms was higher than domestic firms. More recently, Kaggwa
(2020) used a survey approach to analyse gender equality in the mining sector and finds that
women suffered more discrimination compared to men. In addition, Kaggwa (2020) also
finds that the main challenge faced by women was the lack of participation in decision
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making process and career progress. This confirms gender inequality as well as the inequality
of opportunities between men and women.

The widely used inequality index in the Gini coefficient. According to Witternberg (2017)
this is conceptualized as twice the area between the Lorenz curve and the line of perfect
equality. As Deaton (2018) says, it can also be directly derived as shown below:
1

𝑦 = 𝜇𝑁(𝑁−1)𝑖>𝑗 𝑗 ∑ |𝑥𝑋𝑖 − 𝑋𝑗|

It must be noted that when μ is the same across all the individuals, then the Gini coefficient is
zero, while if μ is one has 𝑁𝜇 and the remaining people zero, there will be 𝑁 − 1 distinct
non-zero absolute difference. Therefore, the Gini coefficient for this scenario is 1. However,
the double sum in the above equation can be challenging to determine if 𝑁 is very large. To
control for this, a computationally more convenient form can be rewritten as follows:
𝑦=

𝑁+1
𝑁−1

−

2
𝑁(𝑁−1)𝜇

∑𝑁
𝑖=1 𝜌𝑖𝑋𝑖

Where ρi denotes the rank individual 𝐼 in the x-distribution, and counting from the top the
richest get the rank of 1.
There are other measures of economic inequality such as the Atkinson index and the Theil
index. The focus for this paper is the Gini coefficient (which is normally used in many
estimates of income inequality). The results, shown in Table 13, confirm that a small number
of high-income earners sharply increases average incomes, but this has very little impact on
average life expectancy and the quality of education, ironically. The white population group
enjoys living standards comparable with the average in Western Europe and North America,
while the poorest one-fifth of South Africans, composed mainly of Africans/Blacks, have
living standards similar to those of the average citizens in the very poorest countries in the
world. Although averages can be misleading, this illustrates the fact that the living
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circumstances of the poorest and richest South Africans are worlds apart. Income inequality
is the main driver of such disparities in the country.

Table 13: Average annual household income (R) by population group of household head
and gender (1995-2014/15)
IES 1995

IES 2005/06

IES 2010/11

LCS 2014/15

Black African
Coloured
Indian
White
Gender

23 000
32 000
71 000
103 000

37 711
79 423
134 543
280 870

69 632
139 190
252 724
387 011

92 983
172 765
271 621
444 446

Male
Female

48 000
25 000

127 914
62 397

151 186
70 830

165 853
98 911

All Households

Source: IES (1995, 2005/06, 2010/11) & LCS 2014/15

As Table 13 shows, the average annual income shares by population group from 1995 to
2014/15 differ significantly by population group of the household head. This shows that at
the end of apartheid there was a significant disparity in terms of income. Despite their greater
share of the total population, Africans/Blacks were at the bottom. Between 1995 and 2005/06
African-headed households experienced 63.9 percent increase in their average annual income.
The figures for other population groups were 148.2 percent for Coloureds, 89.5 percent for
Indians and 172.7 percent for Whites. Between the period 1995 and 2005/06, the white
population group experienced most of the increase in average income followed by the
Coloureds and Indians, while Africans experienced the lowest increase. This implies that
income inequality increased during the first ten years of the democratic dispensation since
Whites had a higher share of the total income in 1995. Liebbrandt et al. (2012), Tregenna and
Tsela (2012), van der Berg (2014) and Hundenborn et al. (2018) make a similar point.

Between 2005/06 and 2010/11, African-headed households experienced 84.6 percent increase
in average income. While Coloureds had 75.2 percent increase, Indians had 87.8 percent
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increase and Whites had 37.8 percent increase. During this period there was a slight decrease
in average household expenditure as Africans and Indians had a highest increase and White
had a lowest increase. Also, this is in line with what others have found. Between 2010/11 and
2014/15, African-headed households had 33.5 percent increase, Coloureds had 24.1 percent
increase, Indians had 7.5 percent increase and Whites had 14.8 percent increase. Also, during
this period there was a slight decrease in income inequality between Whites and Africans as
Africans experienced the highest average growth in income. This does not take away from
the view that income inequality in South Africa is predominantly along racial lines (see
Gumede 2015).

Looking at household income by gender also reveals significant disparities between men and
women. Women, especially African/Black women, continue to bear the brunt of
discrimination in the workplace particularly in the private sector. From 1995 to 2005/06, their
average income increased by 149.6 percent, while that of males increased by 166.5 percent.
This means that there was an increase in income inequality between males and females in the
first ten years of democracy. During the period 2005/06 and 2010/11, women had 13.5
percent increase in average income while men had 18.2 percent increase. Between 2010/11
and 2014/15, women had 39.6 percent increase in average income, while men had 9.7 percent
increase. Overall, there has been a widening income inequality between men and women
since the dawn of the democratic dispensation in South Africa, but that trend started to
reverse from 2010/11.

There has also been work that traces income distribution using the NIDS (2008 to 2017). To
do that, the researchers categorise the South African population to the chronically poor, the
transient poor, the vulnerable middle class, the stable middle class, and the elite. As can be
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seen in Figure 1, poverty is much more pervasive across time. The share of those who are
chronically poor has remained very high although an improvement from 52% to 42%.

Figure 1: Socioeconomic class sizes, 2008–2017
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The share of the population that can be classified as transient poor is above 11%. The
population that is said to be at the risk of falling into poverty (i.e. the vulnerable middle class)
has increased over time: from 13.6% in 2008 to 19.4% in 2017. As Zizzamia et al. (2019)
explain, the transient poor and the vulnerable middle class are at high risk of falling back into
poverty from one period to the next.

Conclusion
Poverty remains high in South Africa and levels of human development have not improved
much while income inequality and other types of inequalities have also remained high. Given
that per capita incomes are not improving; the standards of living remain low. With very high
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unemployment, even before COVID-19, many South Africans face many hardships. Multiple
deprivations, as captured by the MPI, have remained high and would also worsen due to
COVID-19. The fundamental issue about South Africa as far as poverty is concerned is that
the economy has not performed well. Even when it performed relatively well, it did not create
sufficient jobs. Overall, the South African economy has performed below its potential and
below the performances of comparable economies. To address poverty, human development
and inequality, it is important that the economy performs well enough. In addition, there
should be clear economic and social policies for advancing wellbeing in South Africa.

It would be critical that there are specific interventions for the youth, children and women.
Social grants help but the youth does not benefit from social grants, although some benefit
from other interventions (e.g. the National Student Financial Aid Scheme). The intervention
that can make a big difference to the youth is a wage subsidy targeting the youth. For women,
there has to be more effort to undo the feminization of poverty. There also needs to be
improvements in healthcare and living standards. The quality of education needs improving.
To reduce multiple deprivations, access to electricity, proper dwelling, fuel for cooking and
clean drinking water must be improved too.
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