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Executive Summary
This report, South Africa: Family and Relational Poverties, presents a snapshot of the state of
families in South Africa through the bonds of care, as an economic actor, as an educative subject,
and through active citizenship.
South Africa has a population of 57.4 million people and 16.5 million households. Poverty is on the
rise. Currently more than 30.5 million South Africans are living in poverty.
The report draws heavily on historical past: the situation of black South Africans is key to
understanding the plight of the South African family. The migrant labour system placed onerous
burden on marital unions, parent-child bonds and the role of men in the family, leading to
weakened marital unions, increased labour burden on women and the breakdown of parenting
roles of males.
The current economic divide represents “two economies”: one modern economy which embraces
progress and the other economy where poor families remain trapped. Since 1994, matters of family
have not been addressed in any meaningful way because of a silo approach that does not link
directly with family policy or integrated services. Still in 2011, the Green Paper on Families was
issued promoting family life and strengthened families. In 2013, cabinet approved the White Paper
on Families.
From the perspective of family as a subject of care, increasing numbers of families are driven into
multigenerational and skip-generation households where older persons and children face increased
levels of vulnerability related to unemployment, cramped living conditions, neglect and abuse. The
high rate of non-marital child birth leads to poor joint parental responsibilities. The highest level of
poverty exists where the weakest bonds towards marital unions occur. The phenomenon of absent
fathers is widespread and increasingly affecting families; which in turn impacts on weak father-child
bonds. Unwanted births, especially among teenagers, is cause for concern because of the
associated health and social implications.
From the perspective of family as an economic actor, financial stability of families has declined over
the years. Many families survive because of remittances and the condition of black tax - sometimes
for generations. Economic burden is further exacerbated by an increase in female-headed
households. These households are generally disadvantaged in terms of access to important socioeconomic resources such as land, credit, education and health care. Care of male children is cause
for concern as many young boys seek association with negative male role models e.g. gangsterism.
Almost half of the population is chronically poor, living in indigent households and highly dependent
on social grants rather than the labour market.
From the perspective of family as an educative subject, formal and informal education of young
children presents challenges especially in poor households where parent to child interaction as part
of an educative process is weak. This might be exacerbated by long working hours, overcrowding in
the home, poor parenting skills and lack of knowledge of childhood development. Added to this,
only one in three children attend an early childhood development centre. The situation of older
children not in education, employment or training (NEET) is high because of the assumed costs. This
adds to family tensions because of an unmet need for youth independence and entry into the world
of work.
From the perspective of family as a subject of active citizenship, lobbying for family rights is
uncommon because while there is a policy, the public interventions to support family life are not
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systematic. There is currently neither a strategic plan nor a monitoring framework guiding
government support for families. As of now the policy on families has been implemented in a very
ad hoc manner. Local government, the sphere of government that is “closest to the people”, is left
out of the current approach to family support. Poor families who do not have the resources to make
use of private sector services, are negatively impacted by the lack of public services.
The condition of family poverty can be further understood through the lens of women where the
continued burden of care and economic provision for families, with no or weak male support,
makes it more difficult to take advantage of opportunities that address poverty. Patriarchy and
barriers to employment makes the cycle of poverty a permanent state over generations.
Family poverty through the lens of a child shows that child poverty is a growing trend in South
Africa, directly impacted by absent parents – mainly fathers, vulnerable extended families,
overcrowding, weakened family structures and poor education and skills of parents. Weak parent to
child bonds, especially during the early years and the traumatic years of youth, presents significant
problems for future parenting and family structures
Family poverty through the lens of modern technology is exacerbated when families have no choice
but to operate in the ‘other’ economy. With limited access to modern technology and with poor
skills to meet the needs of a modern workforce, they experience the growing gap between the two
economies. Children raised in these families are disadvantaged from the start, where with lack of
technology and data they are deprived of information, learning new skills and being placed on a
pathway that creates successful future families.
Addressing family relational poverty in South Africa requires families as key stakeholders in a profamily approach. Families must become active citizens of their own agenda. This means lobbying
for:
 pro-family policy and service delivery as part of a political mandate,
 addressing poverty holistically through a family lens,
 addressing the need for family support mechanisms at household level and
 the role of leaders in addressing family relations and social cohesion.
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1. Introductory Notes
1.1

The Goal and Objectives of the Report

In line with the Family International Monitor (FIM) research project to highlight the role of family
relationships when qualifying the condition of poverty within the close bond of family, this report
details those issues and dynamics from within that lead to vulnerabilities and weak family cohesion.
It also presents a snapshot of the state of families in South Africa through the bonds of care, as an
economic actor, as an educative subject, and through active citizenship.

1.2

The Scope and Limitations of the Report

This country report is the first of its kind and has several limitations which need to be taken into
account:
 It is essentially a desktop study of available literature and documentation, augmented by
feedback from telephonic and roundtable discussions with practitioners, researchers and
governmental and non-governmental partners. It does not represent the full spectrum of views
of all the required stakeholders.


This report draws extensively on source documents of the Departments of Social Development,
Health and Education (basic and higher), Statistics South Africa (StatsSA), UN documents, civil
society and institutions of higher learning. The White Paper on Families (WPF) in South Africa
(2013) underpins much of the content development.



During the time of COVID-19 the content areas that have been developed is a reflection of data
available and has in part been selected by the author of this report based on what was
accessible within the given time frames.



Of the focus group discussions and interviews that were undertaken, many of these were
however done under circumstances that were hurried, not well planned and carried out on the
basis of persons and groups that the author of the report could access.

1.3

The Structure of the Report

This report is structured in a way that firstly reflects on South Africa’s historical past, its impact on
family structure and the manner in which family relational support systems have been damaged
over successive generations. This background and context then leads to an analysis of the South
African family by way of the four main areas of the report: (i) family as subject of care, (ii) family as
an economic actor, (iii) family as an educative subject and finally, (iv) family as a subject of active
citizenship.
This analysis is further broadened by reflecting on family through specific lenses: (i) the woman
lens, (ii) the child lens, and (iii) the technology lens. Finally, the report reflects on key messages and
offers guidelines for stakeholders, including the faith-based organisations, in managing a
programme of action that will address the needs of South African families.
The report draws heavily on historical past: the situation of black South Africans is key to
understanding the plight of the South African family. It is important that this report should not be
read from the perspective of judging personal choices e.g. in sexual, reproductive and marital
choices. The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa acts as the overall guide to rights and
responsibilities of citizens.
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2. Background and Context of the Country Report
At the time of writing this report and according to the latest national data (GHS1 2018), South Africa
has a population of 57.4 million people and 16.5 million households.
The South African population and the matters of family must be understood against the backdrop of
political, economic, social segregation through hundreds of years of colonialism and more recently
through the Apartheid2 era from 1948 to a democratic government in 1994. Systematic
discrimination for generations has led to a clear gap between the current conditions of groups and
subgroups of people based on their historical classification. Historical ‘black’ areas remain underserviced and under-resourced; leading to families who, twenty six years after the removal of the
Apartheid laws, still feel the brunt of inequality.
Poverty is on the rise in South Africa. The latest “Poverty Trends in South Africa” (StatsSA) report
shows that, despite the general decline in poverty between 2006 and 2011, poverty levels again
rose in 2015; with more than half of South Africans being classified as poor. The poverty headcount
increased to 55.5% from 53.2% in 2011. This upward trajectory continues; currently more than 30.5
million South Africans are living in poverty.
The graphic below represents the extent of vulnerability across the nine provinces: more than 50%
of the population is vulnerable, transient poor or chronically poor.
Figure 1: Geographic distribution of South Africa’s five social classes, 2008–2014/15

Source: Authors’ calculations using NIDS3 waves 1–4 pooled sample (post-stratified weights).

Globally, individual poverty, family poverty and household poverty are linked concepts; this is the
case in South Africa. The linkage between household and family is multifaceted; also in South Africa
where tribal groups, clans, traditional associations and historical linkages have added to the
complexity of the relationships between individuals and groups.
StatsSA defines households as: “all individuals who live together under the same roof or in the same
yard, and who share resources such as food or money to keep the household functioning”. While
household members are usually related, blood relations are not a prerequisite for the formation of

1

General Household Survey
Separate development based on race and ethnicity
3 National Income Dynamics Survey, StatsSA
2
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a household. The concept of a family however usually refers to individuals who are related by blood
and who may live very far apart.
The White Paper on Families in South Africa (2013) defines family as; “a societal group that is
related by blood (kinship), adoption, foster care or the ties of marriage (civil, customary or religious),
civil union or cohabitation, and go beyond a particular physical residence”.

2.1

Pre-1994: The Impact of Apartheid on Family

The Apartheid regime made segregation and separation on the basis of race and ethnicity possible
for successive administrative systems to legally discriminate. This division into groups and
subgroups led to very different socio-economic living circumstances of families classified as black
African, coloured (mixed race), Indian or white. Generally, black African families found themselves
living in cramped conditions, badly serviced areas and far distances from areas of economic activity,
hospitals and secondary schools. Likewise, welfare support services were impacted by
discriminatory policies that provided differing levels of services in relation to reproductive health,
pre- and post-natal care, policing, schooling and the courts.
Bantustans (homelands) were established to accommodate the different ethnic groups and prevent
them from living in the urban areas (white areas) of South Africa. The Bantustans were an
administrative mechanism for the removal of black people from the political system under the
many laws and policies created by Apartheid. This gave black people the responsibility of running
their own independent governments, thus denying them any remaining rights a black person could
have as a citizen of (white) South Africa. Simply stated, Bantustans were established for the
permanent removal of the black population from white South Africa. This led to more than 86% of
the population being forcibly relocated to less than 15% of the land. Figure 2 shows land
distribution under the Apartheid government.
Fig 2: Bantustans under an Apartheid government

Source: South African History Online, www.sahistory.org.za

The homeland economies were not developed. These mostly arid geographical spaces relied almost
entirely on the white economy of South Africa. Farming was not particularly viable because of the
poor agricultural land. These farm lands were in a poor condition because of little rainfall, poor
infrastructure, soil erosion and over grazing. As a result, millions of men worked as migrants in the
mines, on commercial farms and in other industries in the cities. The homelands served as labour
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reservoirs and releasing workforce when needed. In most cases men worked in economically active
areas for all but three weeks of a year.
Unsurprisingly, migrant labour increased illegitimate children both in the homelands and in towns.
Wives were left alone for years formed relationships and had children with men other than their
husbands. The migrant men formed relationships with women in the towns where they worked.
The net result of these extramarital relationships was a rise in the births of illegitimate children.
The migrant labour system placed onerous burden on marital unions, parent-child bonds and the
role of men in the family, leading to:
 Weakened marital unions: because of the absence of male partners from their primary homes
for more than eleven months of the year, marital relationships weakened; and more so when
men formed second families or developed extra-family relationships;


Increased labour burden on women: the greater reproductive role of caring for family,
household and extended family members fell on the shoulders of women and weakened the
family union;



Breakdown of parenting roles of males: though men might have provided financially from afar
and had parental authority, this was delinked from emotional care and bonding with their
children.

2.2

Democracy: A Constitution by the People for the People

The Apartheid regime ceased to exist on 27 April 1994; the Bantustans were re-incorporated into
the new nine provinces of a democratic South Africa. A new era had begun. The Preamble to the
Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996 is reflective of the need for social justice:
We, the people of South Africa,
Recognise the injustices of our past;
Honour those who suffered for justice and freedom in our land;
Respect those who have worked to build and develop our country; and
Believe that South Africa belongs to all who live in it, united in our diversity.
We therefore, through our freely elected representatives, adopt this Constitution as the
supreme law of the Republic so as to
 Heal the divisions of the past and establish a society based on democratic values, social
justice and fundamental human rights;
 Lay the foundations for a democratic and open society in which government is based on
the will of the people and every citizen is equally protected by law;
 Improve the quality of life of all citizens and free the potential of each person; and
 Build a united and democratic South Africa able to take its rightful place as a sovereign
state in the family of nations.
May God protect our people.
Nkosi Sikelel' iAfrika. Morena boloka setjhaba sa heso.
God seën Suid-Afrika. God bless South Africa.
Mudzimu fhatutshedza Afurika. Hosi katekisa Afrika.
Yet, while the law can change easily, the living circumstances of people has been a long and arduous
task of transformation. The Bantustans and migrant labour still shape the landscape and living
circumstances of the majority of the population. Figure 3 shows the redrawn map of South Africa.
Fig 3: Provinces post-1994 South Africa
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Source: South African History Online, www.sahistory.org.za

Not surprisingly, the provinces with the highest poverty levels are KwaZulu-Natal, Eastern Cape, and
Limpopo; these provinces contain most of the former homelands. The apartheid legacy is still most
strongly felt in these severely underdeveloped traditional areas which remain poorly integrated into
the South African economy. There is a notable divide between Free State, Gauteng and Western
Cape provinces versus Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal and Limpopo provinces. Gauteng and the
Western Cape did not have high concentrations of homelands during apartheid and now have
strong economies.
The current economic divide represents “two economies”: one modern economy which despite the
problems encountered e.g. high unemployment and low economic growth, is still able to embrace
modern technology, the green economy and new skills. The other economy is where the poor
families remain trapped, with high attrition of secondary school pupils, a strained public health
system, inadequate provision of clean water, limited access to modern technology and poor skills to
meet the needs of a workforce.

2.3

Post-1994: Policy and Implementation

Following the end of apartheid and with a record number of the population living in poverty,
various policy and legislative reforms were put into place to transform society. Matters of family
were however not addressed in any meaningful way. While women, older persons, people with
disability and children were focus areas of support and transformation, policies did not directly link
these efforts with family policy or an integrated approach to family services. In retrospect, this has
been a problem because the approach supported a ‘silo mentality’ and assumed that socioeconomic benefits would have an impact on families. This approach was simply wrong!
This does not in any way reflect on ‘nothingness’ in the policy sphere; but policy makers
underestimated the broader need for a family focus. Already in 1992, at the time when Nelson
Mandela was released after an incarceration of 27 years, the social development sector issued a
White Paper for Social Welfare. This social welfare policy reaffirmed a commitment to securing
basic welfare and human rights and focused on the family and its life cycle: children, youth and the
aged. Democracy brought a period of policy formulation, redress of systematic discrimination and a
move towards social justice.
In the subsequent years, the absence of an explicit policy framework on the family in South Africa
was identified as a critical shortcoming that needed to be urgently addressed. Through ongoing
consultation and lobbying, policymakers, academics and civil society together with the Department
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of Social Development undertook measures to come up with definitive family policy. This process
produced the draft National Policy Framework for Families which included the protection and
support of families. Inter-sectoral collaboration amongst stakeholders supported this process. In
2011, the Green Paper on Families was issued promoting family life and strengthened families in
South Africa. In 2013, cabinet approved the White Paper on Families4.

The White Paper on Families in South Africa https://www.westerncape.gov.za/assets/departments/socialdevelopment/white_paper_on_families_in_south_africa_2013.pdf
4
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3. Analysis of the South African Family
3.1

Family as a Subject of Care

A child is born into a family, the basic unit of care and support. A South African often used term
across all language groups includes the term Ubuntu which is an Nguni Bantu term meaning
"humanity". The term can be understood as "I am because we are”, or "humanity towards others";
it also has a more philosophical sense to mean "the belief in a universal bond of sharing that
connects all humanity."
Applied to family as a subject of care, one might well ask “does Ubuntu exist in South Africa”? The
family through its life cycle has been and still is negatively impacted by the systematic breakup of
bonds over many generations. Family units face continued erosion as a result of (i) vulnerable
extended households, (ii) non-marital child bearing, (iii) absent fathers, and (iv) unwanted births.

3.1.1 Summary of Discussions and Interviews on Family as a Subject of Care
Partcipant stakeholders in FGDs and interviews responding to the question of “what are the
conditions of families in South Africa that weaken the family bonds / relationships”: raised the
following key issues:
 Many homes do not have a father, this is a result of teenage pregnany, divorce, but there is
also the situation when women have children without forming a partnership.
 Even though having children as a single parent is stressfull (financially and emotionally), many
women still choose to have more than one child and no commitment of a father(s).
 Teenage pregnancy is a very big problem in many communities; young girls see the grant as a
way of getting an income – a child grant.
 The breakdown of marriage often appears to be because of men not being faithful partners;
many men appear to think that it is okay to have multiple partners.
 When children grow up in a home where they dont have a father, they think that this is okay
not to have a husband and a father in the home.
 Not many people get married nowadays; women dont trust men, men are unreliable – they
have many partners and are not interested in caring for their children.
 Children are cared for by grandmothers because parent(s) work away, parents abandon
children to other family members.
 Many people are loosing culture that helps to keep families together.
 There is a lot of tension and fighting in families because of problems e.g. unemployment,
infidelity, old ways versus new ways.

3.1.2 Vulnerable Extended Households
Extended-family (multi-generational) households considered from the Ubuntu perspective, details
the advantages of different generations able to support each other through the family life cycle.
Older person availability, as well as love and guidance for grandchildren adds to the bonds of family.
Grandchildren can experience the presence of adults other than disciplining parents. Historically,
the concept of multigenerational living has been an economic necessity among South Africa’s black
population. Extended family living for three or more generations living together is estimated at
32.2%. High unemployment and economic pressure acts as a main driver of multigenerational
living.
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Economics force different generations into cramped conditions, in poorly serviced areas, far from
work and industry and adds to the difficulties encountered by many families. Under these
circumstances there is an increase in the likelihood of child and older person neglect and abuse. In
2014, 35.5% of the country’s black population lived in extended family households, a decline from
36.2% in 2004. However, this figure is again on the rise as a result of low economic growth, and
unemployment escalation, now amplified by COVID-19. South Africa is currently at junk status with
very poor economic outlook.
The phenomenon of skip-generation households, a situation where grandparents (mainly the
grandmother) are responsible for the care of grandchildren, is also on the increase. Working adults
live away from home and send remittances for the care of children. It has been estimated in the
StatsSA 2011a Report that 7.6% of children live in a skip-generation household. These households
are naturally vulnerable because of age differences, economic dependency, health issues, discipline
and the burden of caring for multiple grandchildren. Grandmothers face additional burden when
remittances do not arrive or when adults face additional personal challenges and ‘abandon’
children to the care of older persons.

3.1.3 Non-marital Childbearing
South Africa has non-marital child birth of more than 58% which rates among the highest in the
world. This situation is more evident in black and coloured communities, where migrant labour has
played a significant role in separating parents. Currently, nearly 60% of children grow up not
knowing or having a relationship with the father.
In a study, “Examining non-marital fertility in South Africa5”, using 1996, 2001 and 2011 census
data, non-marital fertility increased from 48.7% and 47.6% in 1996 and 2001 to 56.3% in 2011.
There is a 5% difference between urban (55%) and rural (59%) areas. These figures are concerning
because they reflect the breakdown of the necessity to form unions that lead to joint responsibility,
care and rearing of children.
National data from StatsSA show that marital unions - heterosexual, same-sex, religious or civil
unions, as well as customary marriage - still only account for less than 25% among black women.
While non-marital childbearing among black African and coloured women respectively stands at
59% and 54%; compared to 14% of white and Indian women. This is important because of its
prevalence among family structures that experience the highest level of poverty where the weakest
bonds towards marital unions occur. This data shows a similar pattern linked to single-parent
(mother) households, which is dealt with later in the report. Also noted is that the highest
percentage of non-marital fertility occur among 73% of women with no schooling and 49% among
women with tertiary education.

3.1.4 Absent Fathers
Due to the non-marital patterns and the prevalence of female-headed households, absent living
fathers is another common and increasing phenomenon affecting families. Unsurprisingly, as
detailed in Table 1, the relationship between father and child is weakest among the black African
and coloured men. In fact where fathers show a presence, they are often only supporting children
as “ATM dads” i.e. those that send money!

5

Nyiko Tricia Maluleke International Union for the Scientific Study of Population (IUSSP) 2017
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Table 1: Children aged 17 years or younger living with biological parents by race, South Africa 2002, 2007, 2010
2002
Race

Both parents

Mother only

Father only

Neither parents

African

31.8

41.1

3.1

24.0

Coloured

52.1

34.3

2.4

11.3

Indian

85.6

2.7

10.5

1.2

White
South Africa

83.6
37.8

12.2
38.1

1.8
2.9

2.3
21.1

Both parents

Mother only

Father only

Neither parents

African

28.6

42.6

2.8

26.0

Coloured

52.0

35.1

2.0

10.9

Indian
White

82.3
79.8

10.4
13.8

2.4
4.5

4.9
2.0

South Africa

34.3

39.9

2.8

23.0

2007
Race

2010
Race

Both parents

Mother only

African

28.0%

41.9%

Father only
3.3%

Neither parents
26.7%

Coloured
Indian

50.8%
80.9%

34.0%
11.2%

3.4%
2.1%

11.8%
5.8%

White

77.5%

16.1%

3.3%

3.1%

South Africa
39.3%
33.5%
3.3%
23.9%
Sources: South African Institute of Race Relations (2009). Fast Facts. Marshalltown: South African Institute of Race Relations; Statistics
South Africa (2011). Social profile of vulnerable groups in South Africa, 2002-2010. Pretoria: Statistics South Africa

StatsSA 2014 figures show that less than 40% of children grow up in a household with both
biological parents; latest figures show that the proportion of children living with both parents has
now decreased to 35%. 41% of all children (7.5 million) live with their mothers but not with their
fathers. Only 4% of children live in households where their fathers are present and their mothers
absent. A racial dimension is clear in these figures: black children have the lowest proportion of
father bond.
While non-marital child bearing, poverty, unemployment, financial constraints and migrant labour
contributes to fathers failing to take responsibility for their children, there is cause for concern as
more evidence emerges about the importance of a father figure in the early development of a child.

3.1.5 Unwanted Births
National data shows that the level of teenage pregnancy has decreased, in part because of the
legalised termination of pregnancy from 12 years old6. The high fertility remains a cause for concern
particularly due to the fact that many teenage girls who have children do so outside any form of a
marital union and often with no financial means to support themselves and their children – other
than the child grant. This situation contributes to family tensions whether or not termination of
pregnancy is supported.

6

https://www.gov.za/documents/choice-termination-pregnancy-act
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Table 2: Teenage fertility rate
Teenage fertility rate 1987-2010

Births per 1000 women aged 15–19

1987–89
1998
2003
2008
2010

124
81
54
58
54

Sources: Teenage pregnancy: rethinking prevention, Keynote address at the 5th Youth Policy Initiative Roundtable
on Teenage Pregnancy, March 2008.

Despite evidence that teenage pregnancy has declined, the level is still high. According to the
Department of Health, the proportion of pregnant women under the age of 20 years showed a
significant decline from 16.1 % in 2004 to 13.7 % in 2006. Recent data from StatsSA shows that in
2011, 12.4 % of babies were born to mothers aged between 15 and 19.
The level of teenage pregnancy is a major concern in South Africa given that the majority of these
pregnancies are unplanned, unwanted and non-marital. Teenage pregnancy also has major social
and health implications for the young mothers e.g. interrupted education, increased vulnerability to
exploitative relationships and greater risks of illegal termination of pregnancy.
The link to abandonment of babies cannot be overlooked: According to the National Adoption
Coalition of South Africa (NACSA) a review of reported abandonment indicates that 65% of
abandoned children are new-born and 90% are younger than a year. Disturbingly, some 70% of
abandonment locations are cited as unsafe, with common places including sewers, gutters, drains
and toilets. Ultimately, illegal termination of pregnancy, the abandonment of babies, and child
neglect are often seen by the teenage mothers as inevitable.
The GHS 2016 states that the increase in unwanted births from 1998 to 2016 was noticeable by age,
year of birth of women, highest level of education and household wealth. The 2016 StatsSA report
“Unwanted Fertility in South Africa” states that an increase in unwanted births is marginal when all
women 15-49 from 1998 and 2016 surveys are compared. Unwanted births were 17.3% in 1998 and
20.4% in 2016. Older women had more unwanted births than younger women. Unwanted births
increased significantly from 13.2% in 1998 to 54.3% in 2016 amongst women born in 1965-1969; an
increase of 41.1 percentage points7. This is significant in terms of personal reproductive health
choice considering the often conservative religious and cultural viewpoints.

3.2

Family as an Economic Subject

The economic circumstances of families has declined over the years; the current national labour
statistics8 indicate that the official unemployment rate is 27.6%. The expanded definition though
takes this to 38% due to the number of discouraged work-seekers. Many families survive because of
remittances and the condition of black tax: a situation where those that ‘have’ are expected to
meet the financial needs of an extended family (sometimes for generations). Building on the
previous section of families as a subject of care, families find themselves facing economic burdens,
further exacerbated by (i) female headed and (ii) indigent households.

7

http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/Report-03-00-02/Report-03-00-022020.pdf

8

Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS) for the first quarter of 2019 released by Statistics South Africa.
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3.2.1

Summary of Discussions and Interviews on Family as an Economic Subject

Partcipant stakeholders in FGDs and interviews responding to the question of “what are the
economic conditions of families in South Africa that are more at risk in terms of poverty?” raised
the following key issues:
 Many black families have generations of poverty, now with high unemployment there is no
money coming into the family.
 People who live far from places of work spend a lot of money on transport – more than half
the money goes to taxis and busses.
 There are no jobs, there is high unemployment especially among young people. This also
means that young people cannot send money to their parents.
 Young girls fall pregnant for the grant (R425) and this starts them on a cycle of poverty.
 Since the end of Apartheid, drugs (especially the home made) are everywhere; children are
addicted.
 Families can’t survive; there is not enough money for food and clothes.
 The cost to the household - basic service like electricity and water is expensive, also the food
prices go up every month.

3.2.2

Female-headed Households

The WPF based on national data (StatsSA 2010) states that poverty is higher among individuals
living in female-headed households compared to those living in male-headed households. In 2006,
63.4 % of female-headed households were poor compared to about 41.5 % of households with male
heads. In 2015, the poverty headcount among female-headed households was 51.2 % compared to
31.4 % among male-headed households. These households headed by single females are generally
disadvantaged in terms of access to important socio-economic resources such as land, credit,
education, health care and extension services.
In a trend analysis of marital status9 over time there has been a consistent increase in the
proportion of persons who had never been married: from 47.7% in 1996 to 48.9% in 2001, 50.8% in
2011 and 56.5% in 2016. Over the same period, marriage has consistently declined: from 39.5% in
1996 to 34.5% in 2001, 32% in 2011 and finally 28.3% in 2016.
The fertility rate in South Africa has effectively declined from an average 6 to 7 children per woman
in the 1950s to 2.9 in the late 1990s and to 2.4 in 2008. Although the level of fertility has declined
among all the four main population groups, various studies (StatsSA 2008) show that black women
still have the highest fertility rate.
Families that are matriarchal in structure experience additional burden of care. Psychosocial care of
male children and the current increase in substance abuse and related crime in South Africa is cause
for concern as many young boys seek association with negative male role models e.g. gangsterism.
3.2.2

Indigent Households

Black South Africans, who make up close to 80% of the population, exhibit the highest poverty rates
and as would follow highest dependency on social grants. According to GHS 2018, a total of 44.3%

9

http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/03-01-25/03-01-252016.pdf
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of households are receiving at least one social grant, up from 30.8% in 2003. Social grants include
old age pensions, child support grants, care dependency grants, grants in aid, war veteran grants,
foster child grants and disability grants.
In 2015, 47% of the households headed by black South Africans were poor; compared to 23% of
households headed by a coloured person. Since 2015 all population groups show increased poverty
levels. Only one in four South Africans can be considered stably middle class or elite, whereas the
rest are either poor or have an elevated risk of falling into poverty.
Poverty is persistent and the economy is highly polarized – the two economies. Almost half of the
population is chronically poor at the UBPL10. For many families poverty is a permanent state. The
causes of chronic poverty are linked to low levels of education, low labour force participation,
demographic factors and low skills. High unemployment means that the bottom 60% of households
depend more on social grants and less on income from the labour market. Since 2006, there has
been a greater dependence on social grants and less reliance on income from the labour market in
the bottom deciles.

Fig 4: Indigent Households

In 2001, South Africa adopted a policy intended for the provision of free basic services to poorer
households. Under this policy, municipalities were tasked to identify indigent households that
would receive services, such as water and electricity, for free or at substantially subsidised rates.
South Africa’s 257 municipalities registered 3.51 million indigent households in 2017. That
accounted for nearly 25% of the 16.2 million households.
The distribution of grants differs along racial lines as well as between urban and rural areas (GHS
2018). More than one-third of black African individuals (33.9%) received a social grant, compared to
29.9% of coloured individuals, and 12.5% of Indian/Asian individuals. By comparison, 7.5% of the
white population received grants.
There is also a high concentration of grant recipients in cities: 21.3% of all individuals, and 34% of all
households in metropolitan areas received some kind of social grant, compared to 31% of
individuals and 44.3% of households nationally. South Africa shows an increasing poverty situation
as peri-urban living in informal settlements becomes a growing trend with job seekers leaving rural
areas for towns and cities.

10

upper-bound poverty line
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3.3

Family as an Educative Subject

Poor households experience a number of challenges regarding the education of family members.
Both formal (basic and higher education) and informal (stimulation of young children, knowledge
acquisition through print and internet, etc.) education challenges are evident in poor households.
Though households are spending less on schooling costs because of the no-fee policy (according to
certain quintiles), generally the education burden is still being felt as a cyclical problem exacerbated
by the conditions of (i) Early Childhood Development (ECD), and (ii) the prevalence of NEET11.
3.3.1

Summary of Discussions and Interviews on Family as an Educative Subject

Partcipant stakeholders in FGDs and interviews responding to the question of “what are the
conditions of families in South Africa in addressing the educational needs of family members?”
raised the following key issues:
 Some of the public schools are free, but the education is very bad, failing examinations is high
– then children drop out of school.
 Even free schools cost money e.g. uniforms, transport, books and extras – schools make
demands for money e.g. casual Friday.
 ECD is very expensive or sometimes they put 50 children in a garage.
 When children finish school there are no jobs.
 Family members try to educate the children but then the children leave and dont help the
family.
 Abuse is increasing in schools e.g. bullying, sexual harrasment, also peer pressure to have sex
at a very young age e.g. 10, 11 or 12.
 So many children finish school (grade 12) and then they can’t get jobs or even get into higher
education.
 Schools have so many problems with discipline of children; the schools allow children to roam
the streets. Even if we send them to school, they walk out of school and roam around.

3.3.2

Early Childhood Development

The situation in households regarding the early learning experiences of parent / guardian to child is
of great concern. The GHS (2016) collected data on how often someone in the household told
stories, read books, drew, named different things, counted and talked about things done with a
child. The results show that 46.8% of children aged 0-4 years have never read a book and 43.1%
have never drawn with a parent or guardian. Naming different things (47.3%), counting (40%) and
talking about different things (38.8%) show that the parent to child interaction as part of an
educative process is poor. This might be exacerbated by long working hours, overcrowding in the
home, poor parenting skills and lack of knowledge of childhood development within the home.
Key findings of the 2012 StatsSA Report South Africa`s young children: their parents and home
environment, highlighting the profile of biological parents and the home environment in which
children are raised, present statistics on young children aged below five years.
The broad figures presented are that in 2012 there were 5.3 million children (10% of the
population) aged below five years and 85% were black. While the majority (93%) of these children

11

Not in education, employment or training
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had both their biological parents alive, only 36% lived with both parents. A total of 38% of fathers
lived with their young biological children compared to a total of 79% of mothers. This attests to the
general absence of fathers in the lives of their children and raises concern about the learning and
lived experiences during the formative years.
The findings also show that of the 19% of children who lived with neither parent, 85% lived in
households headed by their grandparents. Mothers who lived with their biological children were
mostly never married while the fathers were mostly legally married. Fathers who lived with their
biological children were better positioned to improve the lives of their young children.
Approximately 60% of young children receive the child support grant. The highest percentages of
child support grant recipients were children of never married mothers and those who lived with
neither parent (73% and 69% respectively). About 36% of young children attended an Early
Childhood Development Centre.
Early childhood stimulation is an important factor in the child being put on a path of development
and academic achievement. When family members are absent or unable to play a role in early
childhood development, the poverty cycle continues.
3.3.3

NEET

NEET statistics show that in 2017 there were 9.6 million young people aged 15-24 of which 34% (3.3
million) were neither working nor attending an education institution such as a school, university or
college. Furthermore, according to the Higher Education and Skills in South Africa 2017 report
(StatsSA) 18% of those aged 18–24 who were not attending educational institutions indicated that
their poor academic performance prevented them from participating. The sustainable development
goal (SDG) to substantially reduce the proportion of youth not in employment, education or training
by 2020 has not been achieved.
While poor families might want to educate and provide youth with the foundations of becoming
stable and financially secure adults, the barriers are significant. While policy might support no-fee
options, costs associated with accommodation, food, transport, books and data still acts as a barrier
to learning for many young people and places strain on the relationships between youth and their
parents.
South Africa may boast success in ensuring that children attend primary school (grades 1-7). There
is an attendance rate of 99% of children in each age year from 7 to 14 attending an educational
institution. The attendance rate drops to 97% and 96% for 15- and 16-year-olds respectively and
91% for 17-year-olds. Only 82% of 18-year-olds are reported to be attending school. This is
significant because of the percentage of children who do not complete schooling and are then not
equipped to enter higher or vocational education. They are thus ill equipped to join the workforce.
The attrition rate of boys is higher than that of girls; adding to the male youth problems of lack of
skill, substance abuse and criminality, including gender based violence (GBV).
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Fig 5: Fee Barrier to Higher Education

The latest NEET statistics show that the situation of youth is in rapid decline; of the 20.3 million
young people aged 15-34 years, 40.7% are not in employment, education or training (NEET12). More
than half of youth aged 18–24 claimed that they did not have the financial means to pay for their
tuition. Again this presents significant problems for future parenting and family structures as the
ability of to become independent is impeded.

3.4

Family through Active Citizenship

South Africa has a vibrant policy environment. There are numerous policies which have shaped the
post-1994 democracy. Progressively the nation has had to deal with the legal, governance and
adminstrative capabilities of a new state. Transformation from the racially charged society where
inequality and discrimination were legislated is evident. Simultaneously the condition of constituent
family members e.g. women, children, older persons, youth and people with disability was
addressed. The condition of the family was also addressed from a policy perspective as detailed
earlier in this report.
While the policy is there; the public interventions to support family life have been weak – some
would say non-existent!
3.4.1

Summary of Discussions and Interviews on Families and Active Citizenship

Partcipant stakeholders in FGDs and interviews responding to the question of “what are the
conditions of families in South Africa in addressing active citzenry?” raised the following key
issues:
 Government giving grants for children causes girls to just have more babies.
 In South Africa we are very good at coming up with policies and legislation and having a
launch, but then we dont implement because we dont have enough money or skills to
implement.
 The White Paper on Families has not been implemented!
 Many people think that voting is all they have to do; people must get involved in political
parties to make changes.
 Being an active citizen is advocating for rights e.g. of children, women, etc. Advocacy must
also hold people accountable.
 The polices are developed and then reviewed and then developed again. Nothing happens in12

OECD (2019), Youth not in employment, education or training (NEET) (indicator). (Accessed on 23 June 2019)
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between.

3.4.2

Policy and then Weak Implementation

As stated earlier in this report, while there has been discussion and debate, as well as the cabinet
approval of a WPF, implementation thereof has been weak. This is apparent by the fact that there is
currently neither a strategic plan nor a monitoring framework guiding government support for
families. In 2018 the WPF was reviewed and an updated / renewed policy is being discussed (not yet
seen); yet as of now the policy on families has not been implemented. Generally, the White Paper is
ignored by implementers and the experience is that reports on family have regressed to reports on
events targeting constituent family members e.g. a men’s march, a children’s day, a GBV
programme, etc.
This does not negate the effort in providing support programmes to families by provincial
government departments, as well as civil society organisations. However, without a strategic
approach, the collective efforts provide only short term responses to addressing the needs of
families and building family resilience.
Local government, the sphere of government that is “closest to the people”, is left out of the
current approach: “Coordination of services is one the key strategies of the policy to improve
synergies and cost efficiencies in a resource constrained environment, but the findings show that
better coordination has not been achieved at national and provincial levels, while it is non-existent
at local government level13”. Local government is a key stakeholder and should be playing a central
role in family services as they are closer to the real lives of families. This is not happening. Again
poor families who do not have the resources to make use of private sector services, are negatively
impacted.
3.4.3

Weak Active Citizenry regarding Family Needs

Local government is the area of integration, coordination and support services to families. Yet the
2016 Community Survey (CS 2016)14 on the perception on municipal challenges raises concern
about the relation between family and the state. This also underpins some of the lack of voice of
citizens in addressing own needs regarding family capability.
Table 3: Five leading challenges facing the municipality as perceived by the household, CS 2016

Top-5 challenges

Main challenge/difficulty in municipality

Challenge 1
Challenge 2
Challenge 3
Challenge 4
Challenge 5

Lack of safe and reliable water supply
Lack of or inadequate employment opportunities
Cost of electricity
Inadequate housing
Violence and crime

Number of Complaints
2 683 048
1 963 104
1 706 313
1 199 692
867 155

The household / family experience with local government is essentially about problems and
difficulties of basic services, employment and safety. Despite the experience of weak to no services
related to child care, substance abuse services, addressing the welfare of vulnerable groups, as well

13
14

https://www.uj.ac.za/faculties/humanities/csda/Documents/Family%20Policy%20Report%20Nov%202018%20Web.pdf
http://cs2016.statssa.gov.za/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/NT-30-06-2016-RELEASE-for-CS-2016-_Statistical-releas_1-July-2016.pdf
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as psychological and other therapeutic services, citizens do not actively lobby for these needs.
Building family resilience remains marginalised.
While there may be pockets of intervention, for most local government authorities a family
approach is not part of the business planning process. Family is not, at this stage, part of the
understanding of the role of the sphere of government closest to the people – and the help and
support required by families. The agenda for and of family is weak!
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4. Poverty through Specific Lenses
4.1

Family Poverty through a Woman Lens

From this report a number of issues emerge about women’s experience of poverty.
Feminisation of poverty
In South Africa poor women still endure disproportionate burden of the legacy of Apartheid.
Whereas men have had the luxury of the outside home experience while working in various
industries, including mining, farming and construction during the Apartheid era and today, many
women remained locked into the cycle of poverty. The continued burden of care and economic
provision for families with no or weak male support makes it more difficult for poor women to take
advantage of opportunities that address poverty.
Gendered practices
In South Africa patriarchal practices are more felt by poor women who have neither the financial
resources nor access to services that might come from formal education e.g. writing letters, reading
policies, understanding of and acting on rights, etc. Thus, the gendered practices continue to
influence how families function where women have to take on the burden of household chores,
unpaid care work, financial responsibility for the home and are expected to solve problems relating
to family dysfunction.
Inadequate provision of childcare
Linked to the previous point, there is inadequate provision of childcare facilities for South African
families. The local government sphere has not yet reached a stage where women experience the
comfort of knowing that safe quality child care is available at an affordable cost. Poor families spend
a disproportionate amount of income on pre-school child caring. Poor women take on an
extraordinary burden of raising children in the absence of meaningful government support services.
Barriers to employment
In South Africa many black women today still find themselves in unskilled, unprotected and parttime work. The plight of domestic and care workers is well documented with women showing
higher unemployment rates, less pay and greater insecurity, compared to men. Thus, women who
are the primary caregivers of children, support older persons and most often are sole breadwinners
of households, cannot take advantage of work opportunities that could positively impact on their
families.

4.2

Family Poverty through a Child Lens

From this report a number of issues emerge about the children’s experience of poverty.
The Bill of Rights, (Article 28) states that every child has the right:
- to a name and a nationality from birth;
- to family care or parental care, or to appropriate alternative care when removed from the
family environment;
- to basic nutrition, shelter, basic health care services and social services;
- to be protected from maltreatment, neglect, abuse or degradation;
- to be protected from exploitative labour practices;
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-

not to be required or permitted to perform work or provide services that
i. are inappropriate for a person of that child's age; or
ii. place at risk the child's well-being, education, physical or mental health or spiritual,
moral or social development;

Despite the strong policy framework on the rights of children, child poverty remains a growing
trend in South Africa that has been directly impacted by difficult family relationships, by past
apartheid policies, weakened family structures and the current lack of a family focused
implementation strategy.
Since 1994 childhood vulnerability is still impacted by:
 absent fathers or the lack of father presence in the home and as part of the lives of children;
 the absence of parents as a result of household structure e.g. not residing with biological
parents, skip-generation living, non-marital child bearing and labour practice that separate
families;
 an increase in the number of indigent households and the resulting impact of lack of resources
e.g. food, water, electricity as well as data;
 overcrowded living conditions leading to respiratory and waterborne infections; and
 poor education and skills of parents / guardians, including teenage mothers, grandmothers and
single parent mothers leading to limited learning during the foundational years.

4.3

Family Poverty through the Lens of Modern Technology

From this report a number of issues emerge of the family experience of poverty through the lens of
modern technology. Families who operate in the ‘other’ economy with limited access to modern
technology and with poor skills to meet the needs of a modern workforce, experience the growing
gap of the two economies. Children raised in these families are disadvantaged from the start.
Internet usage
Poor families who struggle to meet the daily needs in terms of food, water and electricity find
themselves further disadvantaged by the very limited access to internet and information. Though
South Africa shows relatively high access to the internet, the 2014 GHS StatsSA report states that
within homes where at least one member has access to or used the internet an uneven picture
emerges. Where the greatest number of poor families live, namely Eastern Cape and Limpopo
Provinces, only 4.5% and 2.3% of households respectively have access to internet.

Fig 6: Internet usage GHS 2014 StatsSA

Barriers to the other (modern) economy
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South Africa’s current economic divide in “the two economies” is structured in a way that leaves the
most vulnerable, poor families trailing behind, especially regarding access to modern computerised
technology. With the high attrition of secondary school pupils, poor vocational and skills training
programmes, young people experience additional barriers to a modern workforce. This is not only
evident in the low numbers of black people working in the ‘tech’ sector, but also the low numbers
of poor people who are able to access capital for self-employment.
Increased mechanisation leading to unemployment
Increased mechanisation and technologies in agriculture and the mining sector is causing job losses.
Many poor families participate in these sectors. The agriculture sector has lost 60% of farmworkers
due to mechanisation (680,000 of 1.9 million farmworkers fifty years ago). A similar situation is
occurring in the mining sector where, due to labour demands for fair wages, global markets and a
strained economy, an increase in mechanisation is leading to more and more jobs being lost. Again,
it is often poor and peri-urban and rural families that experience the growing divide between South
Africa’s two economies.
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5.

Issues for the Way Forward

This report has identified a number of areas of concern of family relational poverty in South Africa.
In determining issues for the way forward, the following recommendations should be considered;
always with families as key stakeholders in a pro-family agenda.

5.1 Implement pro-family policy and service delivery as part of a
political agenda
Policy makers and service delivery practitioners, as well as families themselves, need to return to
the policy framework on families and ensure that it will guide implementation, monitoring and
evaluation. Resource allocation and institutional capacity to implement are key outcomes. A
strategy and operational planning needs to guide implementation of services. Additionally a family
policy is only meaningful when resourced pro-family services are available where families live i.e. in
suburbs and neighbourhoods. Building family relations with the sphere of local government is
imperative.

5.2 Address poverty through a family lens
Policy makers and service delivery practitioners must address the issues of poverty through a family
lens. The focus on infrastructure and building a modern economy (the fourth industrial revolution)
is evident, even as poverty levels increase and poor people are unable to access even basic needs.
Implementers in turn provide services to constituent members without ever addressing the needs
of the entire family. Addressing poverty through a family lens requires a holistic approach that will
span not only infrastructure needs and the basic services e.g. water and electricity, but also building
family bonds and capability to participate in a modern economy.

5.3 Address the need for family support mechanisms at household
level
Service delivery practitioners, need to ensure that families are supported at the household level –
rather than at a government office where the silo approach becomes easy. Without a family
approach, practitioners can too easily provide services only to a constituent member rather than a
holistically to the family. Preventative health, mitigation of gender based violence, promoting
healthy children requires a holistic approach to family needs. Without a considered long-term vision
to building resilience, the cycle of poverty will continue. It is imperative to build family resilience
one household at a time.

5.4 The role of leaders in addressing family and social cohesion
Leaders have a significant role to play in channelling the message of family and social cohesion as
one of the components of addressing poverty in South Africa. Leadership in support of a family
agenda and pro-family services must develop a voice on family related matters. Faith-based and
traditional leaders are themselves part of the family structures and represent the needs and desires
of people.
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Fig 7: Percentage distribution of religious observance by religious affiliation, 2014 (GHS StatsSA)

The 2014 GHS StatsSA report states that South Africans show high religious affiliation, as well as a
high level of religious tolerance. Similarly, South Africans embrace cultural norms and different
traditional practices. Adopting a multi-faith, multi-cultural, pro-family approach to build family
resilience must be advocated for in line with the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa and
the White Paper on Families in South Africa which states that “Well-functioning families which are
loving, peaceful, safe, stable, and economically self-sustaining, that also provides care and physical,
emotional, psychological, financial, spiritual, and intellectual support for their members”.
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