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Those studying post-transition economic trends in South Africa typically focus on two aspects – poverty

and inequality – and the relationship between them. The predominant narrative is that while poverty has

generally declined overall (after an initial rise until around 2000), inequality has risen and remains stubbornly

high, which in-turn is a constraint on poverty-reduction. This is mostly driven by labor inequality, but social

protection programs have kept outcomes from being even worse, especially for the poorest. Scholars typically

disaggregate these trends by race, concluding that within-race inequality has increased and between-race

inequality has decreased and therefore that inequality has become increasingly about class alone rather than

race (e.g., Seekings and Nattrass, 2005).1

1 Early Claims

According to van der Berg et al. (2008), the first appearance of the claim that economic conditions were

generally worse post-transition was a 2002 Stats SA report using data from the Income and Expenditure

Survey (IES), which collects detailed information on household economic patterns every five years from a

nationally-representative sample. More generally, there was a flurry of work in the mid-2000’s attempting

to characterize the first ten years after transition – although they typically only used data up to 2001, given

what was available at the time. In a 2006 collection of works, the main headlines were summarized as “rising

income poverty, rising income inequality, all in the context of a lacklustre performance in economic growth”

(Bhorat and Kanbur, 2006, pg 1).

Underlying these conclusions were comparisons typically made across two rounds of the IES2, 1995 and 2000

(e.g., Hoogeveen and Ozler, 2006), or two rounds of the Census, 1996 and 2001 (e.g., Leibbrandt et al., 2006).

1Note that this is in part (but not fully) a function of changing demographics as Africans become a larger proportion of the
total population (Leibbrandt et al., 2010), meaning that within group variation will become more important relative to between
group, all else equal. Further, many point out that between-group inequality remains high in an absolute sense.

2While the first IES was conducted in 1990, it only focused on a few key urban areas and is not a representative sample.
Beginning in 1995, however, IES sampling frames are based on Census data and data are weighted to account for sampling
propensity, non-response, demographic changes in the population, in order to be representative.
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Each comparison yields a similar conclusion, and there was more general agreement that inequality had in-

creased regardless of the data source used (Leibbrandt et al., 2010). However, the magnitude of Gini estimates

using expenditure data (e.g., from the General Household Survey 2004) are typically smaller than Census

estimates, which use income, cautioning against putting too much stake in their magnitudes. Although

consumption – as proxied by expenditure – is a more intuitive measure of welfare outcomes (Hoogeveen and

Ozler, 2006), some have preferred using income for practical reasons – for instance, in the IES surveys, the

income questions are asked more consistently over time (Bhorat et al., 2014).

However, there was somewhat less early agreement on the trends in poverty. Again, using Census and IES

data, and various definitions of the poverty line, many concluded that poverty worsened between the mid-

1990s and 2000 (e.g., Hoogeveen and Ozler, 2006; SA, 2002; Simkins, 2004), although a minority disagreed,

claiming poverty rates were stable or declining (e.g., UNDP, 2004; van der Berg and Louw, 2004).3

2 Extensions

More recent work has built upon, and in some cases revised, these earlier conclusions. First, as more data

becomes available, the time frame for the comparison has been extended. In general, while inequality has

remained high, poverty measures suggest improvements in the latter part of the 2000s. (Leibbrandt et al.,

2010) look from 1993 to 2008 and find that while Gini increased from 0.66 to 0.71, both overall and within

race groups, overall income poverty did fall. Bhorat et al. (2014), using the IES, also conclude that there

was increased inequality, but overall decreased poverty, from 1995 to 2005, and specifically a larger decline

when using a lower poverty line, suggesting that the incomes of the very poorest were increasing. A more

recent paper concludes that South Africa’s extreme inequality has, in general, not improved, although they

do find that income inequality in 2014 was slightly lower than in 1993 (Leibbrandt et al., 2018).

Not only has the timeframe of study been extended, some have incorporated new data sources, such as

the National Income Dynamics Survey (NIDs), a representative panel that began in 2008 and continues to

date. Leibbrandt et al. (2012) use the first wave of NIDs and compare it to the 1993 Project for Statistics

on Living Standards and Development survey, again finding rising inequality. NIDs data has also led to

the conclusion that although the proportion of the “chronically poor” has decreased, many South Africans

can be categorized as “transient poor” who move in and out of poverty or otherwise can be classified as

3While data quality and concerns about comparability over time are often cited as a limitation of this body of work
(e.g. Bhorat and Kanbur, 2006; Meth, 2006), and the IES 2000 has been singled out as particularly problematic in terms of
underestimating incomes, the basic takeaways seem robust. For instance, Ardington et al. (2006) find that imputing values for
missing data and 0’s does not drastically change results using Census data.
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vulnerable to falling into poverty (Schotte et al., 2018; Zizzamia et al., 2019). In short, there has not been

growth of an economically stable middle class, even as extreme poverty has reduced. van der Berg et al.

(2008) use the All Media and Product Survey (AMPS) data, in part because it is collected annually, unlike

other household surveys which are more sporadic, and conclude that there has been a very sharp decline in

poverty post-2000. While the data and methodology of van der Berg and coauthors – for instance, adjusting

reported incomes to be consistent with national accounts – has been critiqued (quite scathingly by Meth,

2006, 2007)4, others have also found that poverty began to decline post-2000, albeit less dramatically.

Other recent work has incorporated tax data, finding that a large proportion of the population – about 60

percent – do not earn any taxable income. Tax data also suggests that those in the top income deciles have

experienced much higher rates of real income growth than the rest of South Africans, and this dispropor-

tionate growth at the very top in part drives the persistence of inequality (Leibbrandt et al., 2018).

3 From Description to Explanation

But how do scholars explain the persistent inequality they often highlight? For one, as noted above, some

point to the rising inequality within-race, and in particular, within the African population (Seekings and

Nattrass, 2005; Leibbrandt et al., 2012). For Africans, the increased intra-group inequality was driven both by

gains at top deciles – consistent with the narrative of a rise of new African elite – and also losses at the bottom.

Whites, on the other hand, mostly experienced gains at the top (Leibbrandt et al., 2006).5 Additionally,

disaggregation of income sources suggests that the continued inequality in South Africa is driven by labor

market inequality, which includes both unemployment (i.e., inequality between those employed and those

not) and wage inequality (i.e., inequality among those who are employed) (Leibbrandt et al., 2010, 2012).

While wages became slightly less of a “dis-equalizing” force overall between 2008 and 2014 (Hundenborn

et al., 2018), unemployment rose from 22 to 28 percent between 2007 and 2018 (Leibbrandt et al., 2018).

Post-2011 was also marked by a rise in wage concentration among top earners, those with higher levels

of education and experience (Finn and Leibbrandt, 2018). There have also been decreases in returns to

education for those with less than Grade 12 completion (Leibbrandt et al., 2010). Finally, while most agree

that social grants have had a positive effect, discussed more below, there are some populations that are

excluded from access to these protections, such as the unemployed who have never been part of the formal

labor market or those lacking the proper documentation to access certain services (Leibbrandt et al., 2010).

4van der Berg et al. also used the same data and methodology in earlier papers, which these critiques are directed at.
5Although this is partly because there are so few whites at the bottom to begin with.
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4 Some reasons for optimism

Scholars have recognized some reasons for optimism. First, when one moves beyond money-centric measures,

quality of life does seem to be improving for most South Africans.6 For instance, access to social services has

risen dramatically since the end of Apartheid (Woolard and Woolard, 2006), and it was the poorest of the

poor who saw the greatest increases in access to formal dwellings, piped water, electricity, sanitation, and

telephones (Leibbrandt et al., 2006; Bhorat and Kanbur, 2006; Leibbrandt et al., 2010), in spite of deepening

income inequality over the same time-frame. Using measures of poverty that account for its multidimensional

nature by incorporating other measures of quality of life yields more positive results. Constructing a index

of multi-dimensional poverty, including measures on health, education and living standard, Fransman and

Yu (2018) find a continual decline in the experienced poverty from 2001 to 2016.7 On the other hand,

some argue that using non-monetary measures leads to unwarranted optimism given the reality of income

inequality (e.g., Meth, 2016).

Another generally positive finding is that social grants, which are progressive transfers, have been an im-

portant social safety net for the poorest (Maboshe and Woolard, 2018). While recent trends may be less

than ideal, outcomes would likely have been much worse without these interventions (Satumba et al., 2017).

Grants have become more prominent over time, with the proportion of household receiving them rising

from 23.5 percent in 1993 (3.4 percent of total income) to 68 percent in 2014 (16.4 percent of total income)

(Leibbrandt et al., 2018). Although grants have limited effects on overall inequality, they do help keep the

poorest from falling into even worse conditions. They are especially important in reducing the depth of

poverty, and less so the incidence (Leibbrandt et al., 2010) and do not help those closer to the middle of

the distribution (Bhorat et al., 2014). On the other hand, this increase in social spending targeted toward

the poor, and especially poor Africans, does not always translate to better outcomes, such as in health and

education (van der Berg and Moses, 2012). Further, social grants do not address the structural barriers to

mobility (Zizzamia et al., 2019).

6Others have maintained a focus on money-centric measures, but have advocated for a research agenda on wealth inequality,
which has been much less central to the core discussion (Chatterjee, 2019; Orthofer et al., 2019).

7However, they note that some of the conceptual dimensions of multidimensional poverty – such as isolation, vulnerability,
and powerlessness – are not included in their measures due to data limitations in the Census and Community Surveys.

4



5 Analysis

5.1 Cross-National Comparisons: Poverty and Inequality

All of the data in this section comes from the PovcalNet database from the World Bank, accessed using

povcalnetR. More information can be found at: http://iresearch.worldbank.org/PovcalNet/home.aspx.

First, using total consumption by deciles, and looking in South Africa alone, we can see that underlying the

inequality in the country seems to be driven by a large share of total consumption concentrated in the top

10% (Figure 1), which hovers around 50%. Note that Decile 1 refers to the lowest income group, while Decile

10 is the highest income group.

Figure 1

It does appear that the top 10% are increasing their total consumption share over time, albeit marginally.

However, we actually care more about what is going on at the bottom, which is difficult to see here. I

next take a set of comparison countries – those in a similar region or income category, which also had

consumption-based (rather than income-based) data available over a similar time frame and with national

coverage (to better ensure comparability) – and looked at how the share of bottom decile (10%) compares

over time and cross-nationally (Figure 2).

I also aggregate up to the region level, focusing on Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America and the Caribbean.8

To create these regional values, I weight country-level values by population and find the weighted mean. Be-

cause there is some instability due to the fact that we don’t observe every country within a region in every

8I do this manually because the World Bank does not provide decile share data at an aggregate/regional level.
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Figure 2

given year, I smooth over this a bit by taking the weighted mean over two-year chunks. If the same country

had data for both years in the the range, I only kept the most recent of the two. Although some of these

patterns are certainly due to compositional changes in the subset of countries included over time, and in fact

the data is quite sparse – see tables below on page 8 – especially for Latin America which is mostly driven

by Mexico), it does seem that there is a general upward trend in the consumption shares of the bottom 10

percent in both Latin America and Sub-Saharan Africa, although there is more instability for the latter (but

again, once we actually look at how many countries actually have data available it’s unclear how useful this

is. one option would be to include income-based data). Further, the poor in these regions could still be

worse off than the poor in South Africa in an absolute sense, which this particular data cannot shed light

on.

Instead, we can look at other poverty measures which have been adjusted for comparability across countries

(Figure 4). Using the poverty lines of $1.90/day USD (PPP). Here we see that while the bottom 10% may

be relatively worse off when compared to wealthier South Africans, in general, a far smaller proportion of

South Africans are experiencing severe poverty relative to those living elsewhere on the continent, suggesting

that the poor are relatively better off for the most part.

The poverty headcount index is the most straightforward to interpret and is simply the proportion of the

population that falls below a given poverty line. The poverty gap index measures the depth of poverty

among those who fall below the poverty line. This measure can help us distinguish between places where

the poverty headcount index is equivalent, but in one most people are just barely below the line and in the

other most people are far below the line. The squared poverty gap upweights those who are further away
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Figure 3

from the poverty line (i.e., the poorest). While this does tell us something about the inequality among the

poor, this is not a very intuitive nor easily interpretable measure.

Figure 4
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93-94 95-96 97-98 99-00 01-02 03-04 05-06 07-08 09-10 11-12 13-14
Angola 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0
Benin 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0

Botswana 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0
Burkina Faso 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 1

Burundi 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1
Cabo Verde 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0

Cameroon 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1
CAR 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0
Chad 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0

Comoros 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1
Congo, DR of 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0

Congo, Republic of 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0
Cote d’Ivoire 0 1 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0

Eswatini 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0
Ethiopia 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 0

Gabon 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0
Gambia, The 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0

Ghana 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0
Guinea 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 0

Guinea-Bissau 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0
Kenya 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0

Lesotho 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0
Liberia 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1

Madagascar 1 0 1 1 1 0 1 0 1 1 0
Malawi 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0

Mali 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0
Mauritania 1 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 1

Mauritius 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0
Mozambique 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1

Namibia 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0
Niger 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 1 1

Nigeria 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0
Rwanda 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 1

Sao Tome & Principe 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 1 0 0
Senegal 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 1 0

Seychelles 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0
Sierra Leone 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0
South Africa 1 1 0 1 0 0 1 1 1 0 1
South Sudan 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0

Sudan 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0
Tanzania 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 0

Togo 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0
Uganda 0 1 0 1 1 0 1 0 1 1 0
Zambia 1 1 1 0 1 1 1 0 1 0 0

Zimbabwe 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0

93-94 95-96 97-98 99-00 01-02 03-04 05-06 07-08 09-10 11-12 13-14
Belize 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Haiti 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0

Jamaica 1 1 0 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0
Mexico 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

Nicaragua 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0
Peru 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
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5.2 Social Protection Programs

The analysis in this section uses data from the Atlas of Social Protection: Indicators of Resilience and Equity

(ASPIRE) database of the World Bank. More information about data aggregation and harmonization can

be found here. I focus on two series: All Social Protection and Labor, which combines twelve categories of

government programs classified as either social assistance, social insurance or labor market programs. Social

assistance includes cash transfers, non-contributory pensions, food and in-kind benefits, school feeding, and

fee waivers and subsidies. Social insurance includes contributory pensions and programs such as sick leave

or parental leave benefits. Labor market programs include training programs and entrepreneurship support

as well as unemployment benefits. In addition to looking at the aggregate of all of the programs, I also

look at performance on social assistance programs only. More details on program classification can be found

here. When countries had multiple years of data available, I took the most recent values. Region and group

aggregates include data from 2008-2016.9

I start by looking at coverage – the proportion of the total population and, more importantly, the poorest,

who benefit from these government efforts. The patterns are the same for all social protection and labor and

social assistance alone (Figures 5-6). South Africa vastly outperforms the rest of sub-Saharan Africa and

also has more comprehensive coverage than Latin America. However, coverage in Botswana is comparable,

and notably, the data is from five years prior to the South Africa Data. If we compare South Africa in 2010

to Botswana in 2009, they perform similarly overall. Botswana has better overall coverage, but the coverage

gap between the two countries is smaller when focusing on the poor. In Figure 7 I just plot a comparison of

all social protection but the trends are the same when focusing on social assistance only.

However, a headcount of those covered by programs is not necessarily a good indicator of the impact of

these programs, particularly in reducing inequality. Next, I look at the size of benefits and how benefits

are distributed across the population, as a measure of targeting. When all social and labor programs are

considered (Figure 8), South Africa stands out as doing a particularly good job of funneling a greater

proportion of benefits toward the poor. When narrowing in to social assistance (Figure 9), South Africa’s

distribution of benefits – which target the poor – more closely resembles that of Latin America, including

Brazil, rather than Sub-Saharan Africa or other Upper-middle income countries, which seem to do a poor

job of targeting benefits toward the poor.

In terms of absolute benefits, when all programs are considered, South Africa has a generally lower overall av-

erage per capita transfer, but a higher transfer amount among the poorest quintile (Figure 10). Additionally,

9I can also add to or change the comparisons made here in the future. This seems like a useful data source.

9



Figure 5

South Africa has exceptionally high social assistance transfer amounts (Figure 11).

Finally, what are the implications of these programs for poverty and inequality? While the effects of Social

Grants on inequality in South Africa is contested, based on these measures public programs seem important

both for poverty reduction and for inequality. Here I look at three measures: Inequality reduction attributable

to transfers (using the Gini coefficient), the decrease in the poverty headcount, and the decrease in the

poverty gap. For the first, a Gini coefficient is measured for both pre- and post-transfer welfare (income or

consumption) distributions, and the reduction is calculated as: (pre transfer Gini - post transfer Gini) / pre

transfer Gini.

Figure 12 suggests that an estimate of inequality in South Africa is highly sensitive to whether or not it

is based on a pre- or post-transfer distribution. It also suggests that inequality would be worse without

government intervention, although the counterfactual here ignores the fact that in the absence of social

transfers, other forms of income may increase to compensate.

In terms of poverty, we can look at the relationship between social programs and both the poverty headcount

(the percentage of the population below the poverty line, here $1.90/day PPP) and the poverty gap (the

average distance from the poverty line, as a proportion of the value the poverty line, among those below

the line). The reductions are estimated as: poverty statistic pre transfer- poverty statistic post transfer) /

poverty statistic pre transfer. These measures are only available for individual countries, and not for regions

or income groups.
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Figure 6

Figure 7
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Figure 8

Figure 9
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Figure 10

Figure 11

13



Figure 12

Figure 13
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Figure 14
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5.3 Income Sources

Data from this section come from the Income and Expenditure Surveys (1995, 2000, 2005-2006, 2010-

2011) and the Living Conditions Surveys (2008-2009, 2014-2015), nationally-representative surveys (after

weighting) within South Africa that collect detailed income and expenditure data over time. While there

are certainly limitations to making comparisons given that these are not panel surveys and there are some

inconsistencies in terms of question wording and survey administration over time (and many have specifically

critiqued IES 2000 on the basis of poor data quality), these data sources have been commonly used in the

literature on post-transition economic trends. When comparisons are made across years, all values were

multiplied by an inflation factor to be in terms of March 2015 Rand.10

Because we have income by category, rather than simply an overall income bracket for each household (as is

the case in the Census), we can disaggregate income sources in order to get a better sense of the drivers of

inequality. Much of the existing literature focuses on labor inequality.

All income deciles show similar trends in terms of labor income as a share of total income. In general, poorer

households get less of their total income from salary and wages than upper deciles, although the very richest

are less reliant on labor income than the second richest decile, which is not surprising. However, there are

some different patterns in the bottom and top deciles, perhaps suggesting that the data on the poorest and

richest is less reliable (Figure 15).

Figure 15

Income from social programs has generally increased across deciles (figure 16), although the increase becomes

10One potential concern with this is that this may induce time trends in measurement error, as the survey year gets further
from the benchmark year.
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more dramatic as one moves to poorer deciles. The only exception is the first (lowest) decile, which surpris-

ingly gets a smaller share of its total income from social grants and again exhibits some puzzling patterns.

When I remove all with 0 total incomes and recreate the deciles, the pattern is similar (figure 17). Some

variation over time may be due to differences in how respondents are asked about grant income.

Figure 16

Figure 17

Types of Grants and Social Assistance Asked About

Data Source/Yr Old-Age & War Pensions Disability Grants Family, Other Allowances, State Maintenance, Child Grants Care Dependency Grant Foster Care Grant Grant-in-aid Workman’s Comp, Unemployment, other funds Other Govt Assist.

IES 1995 X X X X

IES 2000 X X X X

IES 2006 X X X X

IES 2011 X X X - “Family & Other Allow.” X X X X

LCS 2009 X X X X

LCS 2015 X X X - “Child Support Grants” X X X X X

The total value of government assistance, as reported, has generally been rising over time (Figure 18), and
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this seems to be driven by family and child grants (which also includes the miscellaneous ”other government

assistance” category asked in 2011 and 2015) and, to a lesser extent, old age and war pensions and disability

grants (Figure 19).

Figure 18

Figure 19

5.4 Poverty Metrics

Recall Figure 4 in which I used World Bank measures of money-metric poverty (using consumption) to show

that while there was an increase in the early 1990’s and another slight bump recently, in general poverty

is decreasing in terms of both incidence and severity. The trend is similar with my own calculations using
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survey data on income (figure 20), although I do not observe a recent increase, which could be due to the

differences between income and consumption measures, . The general trend doesn’t seem to be sensitive to

the particular poverty line chosen (E.g., the food poverty line, lower bound, or upper bound). One reason

that we may be underestimating poverty in 1995 is that the household size variable only goes to 1011 Also,

note that the per capita income within the household is calculated by dividing the total household income

by household size, but there is disagreement on the best way to do this. Some use an “adult equivalence”

adjustment to account for the fact that each additional family member (especially children) may not have the

same income requirements and there may be some returns to scale. Using unadjusted per capita income is a

more conservative measure of the number of households below the poverty line, especially since poor families

tend to be larger, but I also look at dividing total household income by the square root of house-hold size, a

rough way of measuring equivalence which assumes that a household of four has twice the income needs as

a family of one for a similar standard of living. Poverty is lower but the trends are unaffected (Figure 21).

Figure 20

Another advantage of using the micro-level data is that I can further disaggregate by race. This suggests

that the gains in poverty reduction are – unsurprisingly – driven by those who identify as Black Africans and

Coloured. I look at just the upper-bound poverty line to be able to see these differences more clearly (Figure

22) and then across all three poverty lines to show that the trends are the largely the same regardless of the

poverty line chosen (Figure 23).

We can also look at the racial makeup of the bottom decile (Figure 24), but it is hard to truly estimate

mobility in the absence of panel data. Note that the unit of analysis is households, and race is determined

11For context, in the 2000 survey 586 households, or 2.2% of the sample had households larger than 10 people and 104
households, 0.4% of the sample, reported households of 15 or more.
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Figure 21

on the basis of the household head.

But, we can also see that black-headed households are increasingly represented in the top 50% of the income

distribution, consistent with the story of black mobility. While part of this is due to an increase in the total

proportion of blacks in the population (since we also see a slight rise in the proportion of blacks in the bottom

50). In face, upon further investigation this seems to be due to overall demographic changes (although it

does suggest that population growth among Black Africans is not solely concentrated among the poor). If

you take the total population of Africans as the denominator, the share in the top 50% has stayed the same

or slightly decreased.

5.5 Inequality Metrics

Continuing to use the microdata available from IES and LCS, I use the ineq package in R to plot the

Lorenz curves using total reported income. I use per capita income (dividing household income by number

of household members) and weight by the household weight times the number of household members in order

to look at individual-level inequality. While the predominant story in the first 10 years post apartheid was

one of increasing inequality, this plot suggests that things are turning around. While the curve moved away

from equity between 1995 and 2006, it has moved closer toward equity from 2006-2015, with the 2015 curve

lying closest to the 1995 curve (Figure 26).

This is a little less clear if we treat households as the unit of analysis (using total household income and

the household weight), although more recent curves are definitely closer to equity than 2006 and 2009. It is
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Figure 22

concerning that the 2009 and 2011 curves are so different from one another (Figure 28).

If we use household expenditure, we again get a slightly different picture, and more overlapping lines,

illustrating the sensitivity of these measures to different choices about how to use the data (Figure ??).

With the exception of 2009, using expenditure suggests that inequality has remained fairly constant over

time.

Finally, I look at Gini estimates as a function of different modeling choices in terms of whether to use income

or expenditure, what to do with 0 values (remove, impute, or ignore), and how to deal with weights (use

household weights, or create individual weights by multiplying by household size). In general, when using

the same underlying data, the trends are generally the same however the magnitude can be quite different

(Figure 29). Further, the choice of whether to use income or expenditure seems to be the more important for

one’s conclusions (unsurprisingly, since adjusting the weights and dealing with a fairly small number of zero

values should have less of an effect on the underlying data relative to using an entirely different variable).
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Figure 23

Figure 24
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Figure 25

Figure 26
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Figure 27
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Figure 28

Figure 29
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5.6 Inequality Comparisons

Most of the literature focusing on these trends in poverty and inequality do not make cross-country compar-

isons. For instance, while it seems unquestionable that inequality has remained stubbornly high in South

Africa, how does this compare recent trends in other places that had similarly high levels of inequality?

According to the 2018 World Inequality Report, inequality has been rising in most parts of the world since

the 1970s, and in particular is rising in places with increased market liberalization, such as Russia, India

and China. Brazil, South Africa, and countries in the Middle East are highlighted as places with extremely

high inequality today. Additionally, it should be noted that it can be hard to make inequality comparisons

with low-income countries given data availability and data quality. Therefore, given that South Africa has

better data availability than many countries in Africa, it may be disproportionately vulnerable to criticism

on the basis of inequality.

Figure 30 uses data available from the World Bank and looks at countries that had an estimated Gini

coefficient of 0.5 or higher between 1992-1994, either on an income- or consumption-based measure. While

South Africa does seem to be an extreme case, it is notable that many have maintained high levels of

inequality.

Figure 30

Note that the consumption inequality trends for South Africa from the World Bank estimates do not show

the same increase from the mid-1990s to 2000 that is commonly cited in the literature on South Africa (figure

31), although the World Bank estimates are also based on household survey data.
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Figure 31

Finally, I did a quick search of the World Development indicators to look for indicators of service provision.

Other indicators are available in national-level data, but would be good to get cross-country comparisons.

As we know, access to electricity has expanded rapidly (figure ??). In fact, when we include other high-

inequality countries (the same used in the comparison above), South Africa seems to be out-performing or

at the very least on-par (figure 32).

Figure 32

27



6 Appendix: Social Grant Eligibility

Here and here are useful factsheets about social grants in South Africa.

South Africans can be eligible for seven different types of grants administered by the South African Social

Security Agency (SASSA) and governed by the South African Social Security Agency Act of 2004. These

grants are:

• Child Support Grant

• Older Person’s Grant

• Disability Grant

• Grant-in-Aid

• Care Dependency Grant

• War Veterans Grant

• Foster Child Grant

For any of these grants, one must be a South African citizen, permanent resident or refugee and currently

residing in the country. All are means tested – based on both assets and income – except for the Foster

Child Grant and Grant-in-Aid. Additionally, you can not receive grants if you (or the relevant children) are

under the care of a state institution and for most you cannot receive them if you are receiving other grants.

There are also grants for the “Social relief of distress” – available on a short-term basis (maximum of three

months) to those facing temporary crises.

Additional eligibility requirements include:

• Child Support Grant: primary caregiver of a child under 18

• Older Person’s Grant: 60 or older, means-tested

• Disability Grant: be between 18-59 and found medically unfit for work

• Grant-in-Aid: on a social grant and need to pay a full-time caregiver as assessed by a medical officer

• Care Dependency Grant: caregiver of a child with a disability

• War Veterans Grant: fought in WWI, WWII, Korean War, over 60, disabled

• Foster Child Grant: court order designating one as the caregiver of a child under 18
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Eligibility changes have included decreasing the age for women for Older Person’s Grants (from 65 to 60

in 2011, to be in line with male eligibility), and of course expanding benefits beyond Whites. The Child

Support Grant was implemented in 1997, and the age has gradually risen from children under 7, to under

14 (in 2002), to under 18 today. There were also initially health requirements, such as immunizations, but

these have since been removed.

To apply, people must provide proof of identity, proof of spousal relationship if married, and proof of income

and assets (although this can be an affidavit if someone is unemployed or unbanked). In March of 2012

they introduced biometrics (fingerprints) to the payment process in an attempt to reduce fraud, resulting in

around 300,000 canceled grants.
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