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Abstract

Recent research has found that changing policies and attitudes and improved economic 

performance have impacted on the labour market dynamics for women and the increased 

feminisation of the South African labour force since the mid-1990s has been well documented. 

While employment has increased more rapidly for women than for men over the period, it has 

been suggested that women are overrepresented in low-income, less secure employment. In 

and as a result women are also overrepresented amongst the unemployed.

the increased demand for labour over the period than men, accounting for more than half of 

the increase in employment, with the bulk accruing to African women.  In line with previous 

Workers. Female unemployment rates increased for all covariates, but African women and 

When returns to employment are considered, it is clear that discrimination by gender and race 

remains. When real mean monthly earnings in 2001 and 2005 are compared it is found that 

women of all race groups earned less than men in both years, with the exception of Coloureds 

very large differences especially at the lower skills levels.  
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 1. Introduction 

discriminatory behaviour, attitudes and policies, whether intended or unintended, which have 

hampered their full integration into the labour market. South Africa is no exception and, hence, 

various policies and campaigns have been implemented to ensure equal and fair access to the 

labour market for women. Such interventions are not only necessary from a constitutional point 

of view, but also because of the fact that so many households are totally or partially dependent 

on female members’ incomes.

Recent research has found that changing policies and attitudes and improved economic 

performance have impacted on the labour market dynamics for women. For example, the 

increased feminisation of the South African labour force since the mid-1990s, the result of 

increased labour force participation rates across all race groups, has been well documented 

(see for example Casale, 2004; Casale & Posel, 2002). Similarly, employment amongst women 

has increased more rapidly, in both absolute and relative terms, than that of men over the past 

decade.

to absorb the additional entrants to the labour market. As a result, women are overrepresented 

amongst the unemployed, with more than half unemployed according to both the narrow and 

be disadvantaged relative to men within the labour market, the former being overrepresented 

attributed to women may simply be a reflection of better data collection since 1995 – 

Posel, 2004; Muller, 2003). 

in the South African labour market between 1995 and 2005.1  Section 2 provides an overview 

of changes in the South African labour force in the decade since 1995 for both men and 

women. Section 3 examines the characteristics of the employed, differentiating between the 

occupations and industries where women and men found employment over the period. In 

Section 4, male and female unemployment rates for 1995 and 2005 are contrasted according 

to a range of covariates. Section 5 provides a detailed descriptive overview of the returns 

1 The two main data sources used in this analysis were the 1995 OHS and the September 2005 LFS, both of which are   

 nationally representative household surveys. The October Household Survey (OHS) was conducted annually between 1994  

 and 1999. The Labour Force Survey (LFS) is a biannual survey introduced in 2000 to replace the OHS, with its first useable

 round conducted in September 2000. In the section focusing on informal sector employment, data from the LFSs from 2000

 and 2005 will be utilised. Both these surveys have been weighted using the 2001 Census. The 1995 OHS has been   

 weighted using the 1996 Census weights.  
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participation, employment and earnings, drawing on the variables used in the descriptive 

analysis.
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 2. Overview of the Labour Force 

 2.1 Aggregate Trends

This section provides an overview of the aggregate trends in the labour market between 1995 

and 2005, before moving on to a more in-depth discussion of labour force trends for men and 

women in Section 2.2. 

The working age population refers to people between the ages of 15 and 65 years. The 

working age population in South Africa increased by 5,5 million between 1995 and 2005 (Table 

1). The labour force2 refers to those individuals of working age who are either working or willing 

and able to work. Over the decade, the broad (expanded) labour force increased by 6,3 million 

(46 per cent) between 1995 and 2005, while the narrow labour force increased by 5,2 million 

(45 per cent). 

Table 1:  Overview of Changes in the South African Labour Market, 1995 - 2005 

Source: OHS 1995, LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA); Own Calculations

Notes:

As illustrated in Figure 1, the increases in both the narrow and broad labour force were almost 

double the increase in the working age population. Although the increases in the working age 

population of males and females were very similar, there was a much greater percentage 

increase in female labour force participation, both narrow and broad, over the period.

2 The two standard definitions of unemployment are used in this paper. The narrow definition of unemployment is used by

 Statistics SA as its official definition of unemployment and defines the unemployed as “those people within the economically

 active population who: (a) did not work during the seven days prior to the interview, (b) want to work and are available to

 start work within a week (1995) or two weeks (2005) of the interview, and (c) have taken active steps to look for work or to

 start some form of self-employment in the four weeks prior to the interview”. The expanded or broad definition of

 unemployment excludes criterion (c) (Statistics SA, 2003: xiv) and thus captures the all-important category of the   

 “discouraged work-seekers. Note that the reference period mentioned in (b) increased from one week to two weeks   

 from mid-2004 (Statistics SA, 2005: 2).
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Figure 1:  Percentage Change in Working Age Population and Labour Force between 1995 and 2005

Source: OHS 1995, LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA); Own Calculations

The broad labour force for males increased by 35 per cent, while the broad labour force for 

women increased by 59 per cent. As can be seen in Table 1, this has resulted in an increase 

in women’s share in the broad labour force from 41,8 per cent to 48,8 per cent, while the male 

share in the broad labour force decreased from 55,2 per cent to 51,1 per cent. Over the same 

period, the narrow labour force for males increased by 36 per cent and the narrow labour force 

for women increased by 59 per cent, resulting in an increase in women’s share in the narrow 

labour force from 41,8 per cent to 45,7 per cent, while the male share in the narrow labour 

force decreased from 58,2 per cent to 54,3 per cent. 

The increase in labour force participation in the South African economy has not been matched 

between 1995 and 2005 (Table 2). In comparison, the broad labour force increased by 6,3 

million, while the narrow labour force increased by 5,2 million (see Table 1). As a result both 

narrow and broad unemployment increased, by 2,5 million and 3,6 million, respectively.    
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Table 2:  Overview of Changes in Employment and Unemployment, 1995 and 2005

Source: OHS 1995, LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA); Own Calculations

Notes:

The difference between narrow and broad unemployment implies that the number of 

individuals who no longer actively seek employment, but who would accept and be able to start 

employment immediately (Oosthuizen, 2006: 3).

Figure 2 shows that the percentage increase in the number of unemployed, by the narrow 

definition, was almost similar for males (122 per cent) and females (119 per cent), while 

the percentage increase in broad unemployment was higher for females (87 per cent) than 
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Figure 2:  Percentage Change in Employment and Unemployment between 1995 and 2005

Source: OHS 1995, LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA); Own Calculations

increased by 41 per cent, almost double the increase of 22 per cent in male employment. 

Between 1995 and 2005 the increased labour force participation resulted in higher rates of 

broad and narrow unemployment for both men and women (Figure 3). The aggregate narrow 

unemployment rate increased by nine percentage points to 28 per cent in 2005, while the 

broad unemployment rate increased by eight percentage points to 38 per cent in 2005. While 

both the broad and narrow female unemployment rates increased by slightly less than the 

male unemployment rates, at 47 per cent (broad) and 32 per cent (narrow), the female rates 

were still substantially higher in 2005 than the male unemployment rates of 31 per cent (broad) 

and 27 per cent (narrow).
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Figure 3:  Broad and Narrow Unemployment Rates: 1995 and 2005

Source: OHS 1995, LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA); Own Calculations

 2.2 Characteristics of the Broad Labour Force 

The results discussed in Section 2.1 above presented clear evidence of the increased 

feminisation of the South African labour force between 1995 and 2005. While both the number 

of men and women who are working or willing to work increased over the period, the increase 

in the female labour force was greater. Females accounted for almost 58 per cent of the 

growth in the labour force, while males accounted for 42,3 per cent of the change.

Table 3 provides a breakdown of the broad labour force by race, age, education and location. 

The total average annual growth of 3,9 per cent in the broad labour force was driven mainly 

by an average annual growth rate of 4,6 per cent in the African labour force, which in turn was 

mainly driven by an average annual growth rate of 5,5 per cent in the African female labour 

force. In fact, the increased labour force participation by African females accounted for almost 

50 per cent of total labour force growth over the period. While men continued to account for a 

greater share of the labour force than women within each race group in 2005, African females 

increased their share of the African labour force to almost half by 2005.

Looking at the education levels of the broad labour force, one sees the highest average annual 

growth rates for female labour force participants with a Degree (8,3 per cent),  followed by 

those who have completed Matric (7,6 per cent) and those who have completed their General 
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completed either Grade 9, 10 or 11). However, the number of female labour force participants 

participants that improved their levels of education, with relatively higher growth rates in these 

categories.

When considering the ages of new labour force participants, average annual growth rates 

were highest for those in the 15 to 24 year age group and 55 to 65 year age group. For all age 

groups, the average annual labour force growth rates over the period were greater for women 

than men, with the largest difference in the 45 to 54 year age group. The largest increases in 

female labour force participation occurred in the two oldest age groups. This may be due to 

females choosing to remain in the labour force for longer than before or alternatively having 

no choice but to stay in the labour force and continue to work or look for work as they become 

older. The actual number of females in the 55-65 age group still remains relatively small. 

Females in the 25 to 34 year old age groups accounted for the biggest share in total labour 

force growth (19.5 per cent). 

impossible to compare changes in the rural and urban labour force over the period. Instead, 

changes in the broad labour force by province will be examined. The broad labour force 

increased in all provinces, with the highest growth rates in Limpopo, Mpumalanga, and the 

with females in Limpopo displaying the highest average annual growth rate of 7,9 per cent. 

female contributions to the total labour force change, in all provinces except Gauteng, females 

accounted for a greater share of national broad labour force growth than males.
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Table 3:  Characteristics of the Broad Labour Force by Gender, 1995 and 2005

Source: OHS 1995, LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA)

Notes:
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than the working age population. This means that the probability that an individual is part of the 

labour force has been increasing between 1995 and 2005. This probability is measured by the 

within the total number of individuals between the ages of 15 and 65 years (Oosthuizen, 2006: 

20).

Both broad and narrow labour force participation rates increased over the period, with the 

broad LFPR increasing by 11 percentage  points and the narrow labour force participation rate 

(as discussed above). While the male LFPR increased by 6,1 percentage points, the female 

LFPR increased by more than twice that (15,3 percentage points). This again illustrates how 

the increase in labour force participation over the period has been driven by increased female 

labour force participation. The participation rate for males in 2005, however, remained higher 

than that of females (72 per cent compared to 64 per cent), although the gap between the 

participation rates by gender has been decreasing. 

Table 4:  Labour Force Participation Rates: 1995 and 2005

Source: OHS 1995, LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA)

Notes:
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females (17,1 percentage points), with the African male participation rate increasing by 7,6 

percentage points. The relatively larger increase in the participation rate for African females 

has meant that the gap between African male and female participation rates has decreased. 

In fact, this decline in the gap between male and female participation rates is replicated across 

all race groups. For all other races, female participation rates increased more than male 

participation rates with Asian females experiencing a 14,3 percentage point increase, although 

starting from the lowest base. The changes in White and Asian male participation rates are not 

experiencing an increase of less than 10 percentage points. The 15 to 24 year age group 

was the only male category that experienced an increase of more than 10 percentage points, 

with comparatively small increases in the participation rates for men between the ages of 25 

and 34 and in the oldest age group. With the exception of the 15-24 year age group, where 

participation rates by gender were almost the same, male participation rates remains higher 

across all age categories in 2005. Again, the big gap between the participation rates in the 55-

Casale & Posel, 2002) feminisation of the South African labour force since the mid-1990s. Both 

the narrow and broad female labour force increased by about 60 per cent over the period, in 

contrast to the male labour force with increase at around 35 per cent. Increased female labour 

force participation was driven by African females entering the labour market in greater numbers 

than before, with African women accounting for almost 50 per cent of the increase in the labour 

force between 1995 and 2005. Women of all races between 24 and 35 years accounted for 

almost 20 per cent of the total increase in the labour force, while females with either a Matric 

While the data analysed above does not go very far in providing reasons for the increase in 

labour force participation by women, it has been suggested that the relatively higher increase 

in labour force participation by females may be driven by the decline in female access to 

male income as a result of increased unemployment amongst males, the consequences of 

the HIV epidemic and an increase in the number of households headed by females due to 

changes in household structure (Kingdon & Knight, 2005: 5). Other possible explanations 

include the abolition of apartheid laws that have previously restricted movement and access 

to employment. Women of all races have experienced an increase in the possibilities available 

Act (2003) (Clarke, et.al. 2005: 70, 71) has contributed to increasing opportunities for women 

in the labour market. In addition, cost of living increases may have pushed women into the 

labour force. 
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It has also been shown that both men and women did experience an increase in their 

employment numbers, with female employment growing at a slightly faster rate. Section 3 

employed before moving on to determining in which sectors and occupation groups the 

demand for labour increased over the period. 
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 3. Employment

 3.1 Characteristics of the Employed

As shown in Section 2.1, total employment increased by 22 per cent between 1995 and 2005, 

with females accounting for 55 per cent of the growth in total employment, substantially in 

excess of their share of employment in 1995 of 39 per cent. 

Average annual growth in employment between 1995 and 2005 was 2,6 per cent. 

Corresponding to the greater growth in employment for females during the period, female 

However, it must be taken into account that female employment increased from a much lower 

base in 1995, compared to male employment. 

Table 5 presents a breakdown of the employed according to certain demographic 

characteristics. Most of average annual growth rate in employment can be explained by the 

increase in African employment, particularly the growth in African female employment. While 

African females accounted for 38,4 per cent of the African employed in 1995, their share 

increased to 42,5 per cent in 2005. In fact, African females contributed the greatest share, 45 

per cent, to the total increase in employment. Coupled with the share contribution of 40 per 

cent from African males, the increase in African employment accounted for 85 per cent of the 

total growth in employment.

In line with the labour force the workforce appears to have aged, with 45-65 year olds 

accounting for 44 per cent of the growth in employment, and females in this age bracket 

accounting for the greatest share in the change, namely 18,4 per cent of the total increase 

in employment. This implies that increasing numbers of older women are working or that 

women are choosing to stay longer in employment. However, in terms of the actual number of 

employed, the 45-54 and 55-65 year age categories account for the smallest and third smallest 

average annual growth rates in employment in all age categories and as a result the female 

share in employment increased in all age categories except 15-24 year olds.

The average annual employment growth rate between 1995 and 2005 was highest for those 

with degrees, pointing to a skills bias in the demand for labour. However, at around 6 per 

cent, this category of employment does not represent a large proportion of the South African 

categories has been higher for females than males. This is particularly true for those with 

degrees, although female employment started from a much lower base in 1995. Women’s 

share of employment increased for all educational categories, but most for those with no 

accounted for the greatest share in the change in employment (45 per cent), with males 

accounting for 24 per cent and females accounting for 22 per cent.
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Table 5:  Demographic Characteristics of the Employed, 1995 and 2005

Source: OHS 1995, LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA); Own Calculations

Notes:

 3.2 Employment by Sector and Occupation

As already noted, more than half of the net increase in employment between 1995 and 2005 

as the occupation groups where women found employment. This will be contrasted with the 

The structural shift that has been taking place in the South African economy since the 1970s 

is characterised by a move away from production in the primary and secondary sectors 

to production in the tertiary sector. Restructuring in the manufacturing sector in response 

to globalisation has led to more capital-intensive production which continued in the 1990s 

(Nattrass, 2003: 146). The change in the demand for labour has therefore been driven by 
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the structural changes in the economy (i.e. the increased share of production in the tertiary 

sectors) and changes in the production methods used within each sector (for example an 

increased preference for capital over labour) (Bhorat & Hodge, 1999: 2;  Poswell, 2002: 9).

tertiary sector (see Bhorat & Oosthuizen, 2005: 20; Oosthuizen & Van der Westhuizen, 2005: 

11). In fact, between 1995 and 2003, the tertiary sector contributed more than 94 per cent to 

secondary sectors increased by 19,3 per cent, while total employment in the tertiary sectors 

increased by 32,4 per cent (Oosthuizen & Van der Westhuizen, 2005: 11). 

2,2 per cent in the decade since 1995. Table 6 shows that the decline in employment in the 
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Table 6:  Changes in Employment by Sector and Gender, 1995 and 2005

Source: OHS 1995, LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA)

Notes:

Over the last two years, however, there appears to have been a turnaround in employment 

trends in the secondary sector (also see Oosthuizen, 2006: 26). In the decade between 

1995 and 2005, employment in the secondary sectors increased at an average annual rate 

2 million to 2,7 million workers. This was driven by gradual increases in employment in the 

Manufacturing and Utilities sectors. The bulk of the increased employment in the secondary 

workers in 1995 to 935 000 workers in 2005.

Over the same period, employment in the tertiary sector grew by an average rate of 3,7 per 

cent per annum (equal to a total growth rate over the decade of about 44 per cent) from 5,7 

rate than the tertiary sector average, namely Wholesale and Retail Trade at 6,1 per cent and 

Financial and Business Services at 8,4 per cent. In fact, employment in the Financial and 

Business Services sector experienced the most rapid growth of all sectors over the decade.
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Total female employment growth in the secondary sector averaged 3,3 per cent per annum, 

slightly below the aggregate average growth rate of 3,4 per cent in employment in the 

Construction. While the number of women working in this sector remained relatively small and 

growth took off from a very small base, it more than doubled over the period, growing at an 

annual average growth rate of 10,7 per cent.

Increased female employment in the tertiary sector was spread across all the main sectors. 

annum, namely Financial and Business Services (7,8 per cent), Wholesale and Retail Trade 

(7,1 per cent), and Transport, Storage and Communication (5,8 per cent) .

Table 7 shows the shares, by gender and sector, in total employment growth over the decade. 

between 1995 and 2005. Women working in the Wholesale and Retail Trade sector accounted 

for the largest share (26,3 per cent) of aggregate employment growth. This may partly be 

explained by Statistics South Africa’s increased accuracy in capturing informal sector trade, 

which women dominate. Female employment expansion in the Financial and Business 

Services sector accounted for 10,5 per cent of the total increase in employment.

Table 7:  Share of Total Employment Growth by Sector and Gender, 1995 - 2005

Source: OHS 1995, LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA)

Notes:

With the exception of domestic workers, all occupation groups experienced an increase in 

demand for labour between 1995 and 2005 (see Table 8). The increase in the number of 

women in this category. The increase was, however, from a very low base and making any 
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deductions dubious. Managers accounted for the second largest increase in employment with 

an average annual growth rate of 5,5 per cent.

an average annual increase of almost 10 per cent. In fact, more than a quarter of net new 

Occupations also account for the largest share by occupation group of women employees, 

with 22 per cent (1,2 million workers) of females employed in this category. Female Managers 

experienced the second fastest increase in employment, with an average annual growth rate 

of 8,4 per cent,  While the number of female Managers more than doubled to 248 000 over 

the period, the increase was from a very low base and women still occupied only 28,9 per 

cent of management positions in 2005 (up from 22,2 per cent in 1995). In addition, female 

With an average annual increase of 8,2 per cent, female Craft and Trade Workers experienced 

the third fastest increase in employment. Again it is from a relatively low base and may also 

workers in this category only experienced a 4 per cent annual average increase. This was, 

however, from a much higher base and as a result, male Craft and Trade Workers accounted 

for the second largest share (17 per cent) in the total increase in employment.

It is not surprising that 97 per cent of domestic workers in 2005 were female. In only two 

other occupation groups did females account for more than half the number of workers in that 

category in 2005. Just over half of all Professionals were female, while almost 70 per cent of 

Clerks were female.
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Table 8:  Changes in Employment by Occupation Group and Gender, 1995 and 2005

Source: OHS 1995, LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA); Own Calculations

Notes:
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 3.3 Informal Sector Employment

has been well documented, as have claims that at least some of the increase in informal 

sector employment (and therefore in total employment) has been the result of improvements in 

recording of the informal sector (see Casale, Muller & Posel, 2004; Muller, 2003).

due to the evolution of the questions that attempt to capture informal sector employment. The 

1995 OHS was unable to accurately capture informal sector employment. Subsequent OHSs 

were better able to capture informal work, while improved questions in the LFSs were designed 

to identify informal employment and better distinguish between the formal and informal sectors 

(Muller, 2003: 4; Bhorat & Oosthuizen, 2005: 18). 

In order to obtain some indication of the share of the employed women working in the informal 

sector, Figure 4 presents a breakdown of female employment using the September 2000 LFS 

and the September 2005 LFS.

Figure 4:  Female Employment:  Formal and Informal Sector, 2000 and 2005 

Source: LFS2000:2; LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA); Own Calculations
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sector accounted for 45 per cent of female employment, with 17 per cent of the total number 

of female employees working as domestic workers and 28 per cent as true informal sector 

workers. By 2005, the share of women working in the formal sector has increased to 61 per 

share of employed women working as domestic workers remained relatively stable between 

employed women worked as domestic workers in 1995. Between 1995 and 2005 the share of 

recorded domestic workers in total (female) employment therefore declined by nine percentage 

workers being recorded as domestic workers in 1995.

period accruing to females. It has also been shown that African females accounted for 

about 45 per cent of the total growth in employment. Generally, it has been women who had 

workforce appears to be getting older, as it was mostly women over the age of 25 that found 

in the highly skilled categories, such as Managers and Professionals (about 12 per cent of 
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 4. Unemployment 

 4.1 Female and Male Unemployment Contrasted

In Section 3.1 it was shown that both male and female broad unemployment rates 

increased between 1995 and 2005. Figure 5 illustrates the changes in the broad (expanded) 

unemployment rates by race and gender over the last decade.

1995 and 2005. The changes in the Asian (male, female and total) and in the White (male, 

Figure 5:  Broad Unemployment Rates by Race and Gender

Source: OHS 1995, LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA); Own Calculations

experience higher unemployment rates. Total broad female unemployment increased by seven 

percentage points to 46,6 per cent in 2005. Over the same period, broad male unemployment 

increased at a slightly faster rate by 7,7 percentage points. However, at 31,4 per cent, male 

unemployment was still more than 15 percentage points lower that female unemployment in 

2005.
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Unemployment continued to be highest amongst African females, who experienced an increase 

unemployment rate amongst African males increased by 7,2 percentage points to 36,7 per cent 

in 2005. Over the same period, female Coloured unemployment increased by eight percentage 

points to 36,6 per cent in 2005, while Coloured males saw their unemployment rate increase 

by almost the same magnitude to 25,8 per cent. It is interesting to note that, while still lower 

than African unemployment, Coloured unemployment increased at a faster rate that African 

unemployment.

It is clear from the rising levels and rates of unemployment that the South African economy has 

Figure 6:  Broad Unemployment Rates by Age and Gender, 1995 and 2005

Source: OHS 1995, LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA)

Broad unemployment rates are highest in the 15 to 24 years and 25-34 years age groups. 

In addition, these age groups also experienced the highest increases in their unemployment 

rates between 1995 and 2005. An increase of 12 percentage points pushed the unemployment 

market participants in that age group saw their unemployment rate increase by 11 percentage 
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points to 58,1 per cent. Females in the 25 to 34 year age group experienced an increase of 8 

percentage points to almost 52 per cent in 2005. Over the same period, their male counterparts 

35 to 44 age groups experienced slightly smaller increases in their unemployment rates, with 

an unemployment rate of 36,5 per cent in 2005, the females in that group still had a much  

higher unemployment rate than not only the males in their age group but also the males in the 

25-34 year group. 

The unemployment rates in the two oldest age-groups are much lower in both years. With the 

exception of the increase in male unemployment amongst 45 to 54 year olds, the changes in 

the unemployment rates between 1995 and 2005 for these two age groups are not statistically 

It has been found that an individual’s level of education can be an important predictor of 

highly skilled labour, the continued mechanisation of its manufacturing sector and pursuit of 

global competitiveness means that lower skilled workers and those with poor education will 

unemployment (Bhorat & Oosthuizen, 2005: 32).

lower unemployment rates in both years.
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Table 9:  Broad Unemployment Rates by Gender and Highest Level of Education

Source: OHS 1995, LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA)

Notes:

With the exception of females with no education, all unemployed individuals with no education 

and females with degrees, all individuals experienced increases in their unemployment rates 

between 1995 and 2005. For the three groups mentioned, declines in their unemployment 

rates are not statistically significant. Across all the different levels of education, females 

male counterparts. All individuals with some tertiary education (either degree or diploma/

degreed individuals had unemployment rates of only 4,4 per cent in 2005. 

Finally we look at unemployment by location. As mentioned before, the LFSs no longer 

contain information by rural/urban areas and instead provincial unemployment rates will be 

examined. In all provinces, male as well as female unemployment rates increased between 

Statistically significant increases in unemployment rates are found in the Northern Cape 

(males and total), Free State (male, female and total), KwaZulu-Natal (male, female and total), 

Gauteng (male, female and total) as well as for males in Limpopo.
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Table 10:  Broad Unemployment Rates by Gender and Province, 1995 and 2005

Source: OHS 1995, LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA)

Notes:

Unemployment rates vary considerably across provinces and appear to be largely driven 

by urban-rural differences and historical reasons. The highest unemployment rates in 2005 

were found in provinces with large rural areas such as Limpopo (total unemployment rate 

(43,3 per cent) and North West (43,3 per cent). In addition, it appears that provinces (such as 

higher unemployment rates than other provinces (Oosthuizen, 2006: 39). Lowest rates were 

found in predominantly urban provinces, with total unemployment in the Western Cape at 25,5 

per cent and in Gauteng at 31,2 per cent in 2005. 
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In all provinces and for both years, the unemployment rates for women were considerably 

higher than those for men. In 2005, Limpopo exhibited the highest unemployment rate for 

women at 61,4 per cent, almost 20 percentage points higher than for males in that province. 

Only Western Cape females had an unemployment rate of less than 40 per cent (30,6 per 

cent) in 2005, but this rate is considerably higher than that of males in the Western Cape (20,9 

per cent). Women in Gauteng had the second lowest provincial female unemployment rate at 

41 per cent, while men in the province had an unemployment rate of 24,5 per cent. Women in 

all the other seven provinces had unemployment rates of higher than 45 per cent in 2005.

1995 and 2005, it was not enough to absorb all the additional entrants to the labour force. 

As a result, female unemployment rates increased over the period. Female unemployment 

rates continued to be higher than male unemployment rates for all races in 2005, with 

African females experiencing the highest rate of 53 per cent. Unemployment rates by age 

women continued to experience higher unemployment rates. The same trend was observed 

in the provincial unemployment rates with female unemployment rates exceeding the rates for 

men in all provinces.
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 5. Returns to Employment by Gender

the increased demand for labour between 1995 and 2005. Previous research has found that 

working in lower paid and less secure forms of employment (see Casale, 2004). The evidence 

changes in earnings of both men and women between 1995 and 2005 and in more detail the 

changes in earnings of men and women between 2001 and 2005. 

Table 11 provides the nominal mean and median monthly earnings3 for men and women 

in 1995 and 2005, while Table 12 shows the real mean and median monthly earnings. The 

than their male counterparts both in 1995 and 2005, despite the fact that in nominal terms, 

women experienced larger increases over the period.4 In addition, White men and women 

earned more than the other race groups, with African men and women earning the least of all 

race groups. 

3 The earnings figures reported here are monetary earnings. Where respondents in the OHS and the LFS chose an income

 bracket instead of indicating an actual income figure, the midpoint value of that bracket was given to them. In both years,

 however, the majority of respondents provided an actual income estimate. In all years, respondents that indicated that they

 had more than one job were excluded from the analysis as it was impossible to determine which activity was the individual’s

 main job in 1995 and the LFSs do not provide information on the income from the second job (also see Casale, 2004:6).

4 The differences between the female and male mean earnings for Africans and Coloureds are not statistically significant in

 2005.
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Table 11:  Nominal Mean and Median Monthly Earnings, 1995-2005

Source: OHS 1995, LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA), Own Calculations

Notes:

Table 12 shows the real5 mean and median earnings for men and women in 1995 and 2005. 

With the exception of the decline in overall male mean earnings and the increase in the mean 

earnings for Coloured females, all changes in real mean earnings between 1995 and 2005 are 

5 Nominal earnings were converted into real earnings (expressed in 2000 prices) using the Consumer Price Index (StatsSA,

 2006).
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Table 12:  Real Mean and Median Monthly Earnings, 1995 and 2005

Source: OHS 1995, LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA), Own Calculations

Notes:

highlighted that the improvement in the recording of informal sector employment after 1995 

may cast doubt over the accuracy of the reported increase in employment between 1995 

and 2005. This also impacts on the accuracy of the reported earnings for the two periods. 

In addition, the questions capturing earnings information differ considerably between the 

accurately. Burger and Yu (2006) have found that when comparing real earnings between 

1995 and 2005, using all available OHSs and LFSs, real wages remained fairly stable over the 

period with the exception of an almost 40 per cent drop associated with the changeover from 

the OHS to the LFS. In addition, the September 2000 LFS reported average earnings which 

were much higher that in the surveys directly before and following it. In an attempt to present 

a more accurate description of changes in returns to employment, the remainder of this report 

will utilise earnings information from the September 2001 LFS and the September 2005 LFS.

Comparing the nominal earnings of men and women in 2001 and 2005 again shows that over 

the shorter period, women of all race groups experienced larger increases in their earnings 

than their male counterparts (See Table 13). With the exception of Coloured males, all changes 
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Table 13:  Nominal Mean and Median Monthly Earnings, 2001 and 2005

Source: LFS 2001:2;  LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA), Own Calculations

Notes:

African and Coloured women experienced the largest increases in their mean nominal earnings 

(65 per cent and 58 per cent respectively). However, the earnings of White women continued 

to be more than twice those of African and Coloured females in 2005. While Asian females 

were in a better position than African and Coloured women, they still only earned about 65 per 

cent of the average White female wage in 2005.

their earnings of more than 30 per cent between 2001 and 2005.
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Table 14:  Real Mean and Median Monthly Earnings, 2001 and 2005

Source: LFS 2001:2;  LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA), Own Calculations

Notes:

real terms, women of all races continued to earn less than their male counterparts. The only 

exception was in 2005 where the difference in the earnings of Coloured males and females 

women. While mean earnings tell us how average earnings have changed, it does not capture 

any changes in the distribution of earnings. Figures 7 and 8 show how the distribution of the 

real monthly earnings for African and White women has changed between 2001 and 2005. 

In 2001 and 2005, African women were concentrated in the lower earnings categories. There 

was some movement out of the bottom three earnings categories, mainly into the R501-R1 

000 category. However, a steady share (85 per cent) of African women earned less then R2 

500 a month in real terms in 2001 as well in 2005. 



Women in the South African Labour Market: 1995-2004

              33

Figure 7:  Distribution of Real Monthly Earnings for African Women, 2001 and 2005

Source: LFS 2001:2;  LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA), Own Calculations

In contrast, both in 2001 and 2005 White women were concentrated in the earnings categories 

between R1 501 and R8 000. While a slightly larger share of White women earned less than 

R2 500 in 2005 (33 per cent, up from 26 per cent in 2001), the proportion in the second highest 

earning category (R16 001-R30 000) increased by four percentage points over the period. 
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Figure 8:  Distribution of Real Monthly Earnings for White Women, 2001 and 2005

Source: LFS 2001:2; LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA), Own Calculations

It has been shown that educational attainment has a strong positive effect on the earnings 

of the employed in South Africa (see Bhorat & Leibbrandt, 2001; Casale, 2004: 10). The real 

level of education is associated with higher monthly earnings for male and females irrespective 

of race and for Africans. For Whites, however, only the relatively higher earnings of men with 

Diploma. In 2005, only the difference in the earnings of White women with a Diploma versus a 
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Table 15:  Real Mean Monthly Earnings by Gender and Highest Level of Education, 1995 and 2005

Source: LFS 2001:2;  LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA), Own Calculations

Notes:

that, with a few exceptions, women continued to earn less than men with the same level 

of education. The difference between the earnings of males and females with a Degree, 

well as in 2005. In addition, the difference between the earnings of White males and females 

Women with degrees, irrespective of race, were the only female educational category that 

experienced a statistically significant increase in real earnings between 2001 and 2005, 

with an increase of almost 55 per cent. In addition, African men with a degree experienced 

a statistically significant increase of 57 per cent in their real earnings. This represents a 

substantial and rapid increase in real earnings of almost 12 per cent per annum over the 

period, possibly related to the current skilled shortages experienced in the country and the 
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their employment equity targets.

Again, racial bias is evident. With the exception of degreed women, White women earned 

considerably more than their African counterparts within each educational category in 2001 and 

2005. These differences are particularly striking at the level of Matric and less. On average, 

times the earnings of their African counterparts in 2005. In the same year, White women with 

White women with Matric earned almost three times more than African women with Matric. 

The difference in the earnings of African and White women with a Degree is not statistically 

Table 16 compares the real mean monthly earnings for males and females by occupation 

group. It also shows how the real earnings of African men and women differ from their White 

counterparts. At the aggregate level in 2001, the mean monthly earnings of women were lower 

Clerks and Domestic Workers. By 2005, the difference in the mean earnings of male and 

working as Operators and Assemblers (20 per cent) and by female Domestic Workers (25 per 

African men working as Operators and Assemblers and in the real earnings of African female 

Domestic Workers. None of the other changes in real earnings between 2001 and 2005 are 
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Table 16:  Real Mean Monthly Earnings by Occupation Group and Gender, 2001 and 2005

Source: LFS 2001:2;  LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA), Own Calculations

Notes:

In 2001, with the exception Managers and Professionals, the earnings of African women were 

the earnings of African male and female Clerks and Skilled Agricultural Workers are no longer 

In 2001, only the earnings of White female Clerks, Craft and Trade Workers and Operators are 

not statistically different from the earnings of their male counterparts. In all other occupation 

groups, White women earned less that White men and the differences are statistically 
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significant. By 2005, White women earned statistically significantly less than White men 

working as Professionals, Clerks or Service and Sales Workers. For other occupation groups 

Focusing only on women, again the key impact of race on the level of earnings is apparent. 

With the exception of Managers in both years, Professionals in 2005 and Operators in both 

African women in all other occupation groups. The gaps are particularly large in the semi- and 

lower skilled occupations. White female Services and Sales workers earned almost three times 

African counterparts.

all race groups earned less that men in 2001 and in 2005, with the exception of Coloureds in 

with a higher level of earnings. With the exception of African women with a degree in 2005, 

White women earned more than African women with the same level of education. Racial 

discrimination also remained in the different occupation groups, with White women earning 

Professionals (only 2005) and Operators, where the difference in earnings are not statistically 
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 6. Multivariate Analysis of Employment and Earnings

The descriptive analysis in the preceding sections of this report has shown how one or two 

variables at a time relate to the experiences of women in the labour market, including their 

participation in the labour force, whether they are employed or not and their level of earnings. 

In reality a wide range of variables simultaneously interact to determine these various labour 

market outcomes. A simple descriptive analysis cannot take account of these variables 

simultaneously. An analysis by education, for example, ignores the different age, occupational 

or sectoral distributions that exist in the groups being analysed. The next step, therefore, is 

This model will determine the importance of all these variables in explaining labour force 

participation, employment and earnings (see Bhorat & Leibbrandt, 2001 & Oosthuizen, 2006). 

potential female labour market participants and estimate a participation probability model. Then 

in the second stage we estimate an employment probability model for the reduced sample of 

the sample of employed females. 

This process is followed because of the fact that the sample of female labour market 

participants is highly unlikely to be a random sample of women of working age. The group of 

potential labour market participants has already undergone some kind of selection process 

whereby they made the decision to enter the labour market or not. The participation equation, 

therefore, attempts to shed some light on the factors impacting on an individual’s decision to 

enter the labour force. A probit model is used to estimate the participation equation. Once the 

participants are determined, another probit model is used to derive the employment equation 

models the earnings of those women who found employment (See Bhorat & Leibbrandt, 2001: 

112,113 & Oosthuizen, 2006: 53).

The Heckman two-step approach is used to cope with the sample selection problem. After 

the female labour force participation probit is estimated, the estimates are used to derive 

an estimate for the inverse Mills ratio (lambda) to be included in the employment probit. 

The inverse Mills ratio (lambda) is a measure of the extent to which the sample suffers from 

selectivity bias. The inclusion of lambda makes the employment probit conditional on positive 

labour force participation. The selection lambda derived from the employment probit is then 

included in the earnings equation (Bhorat & Leibbrandt, 2001: 114; Oosthuizen, 2006: 55).
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For the covariates which are dummies, the following are the referent variables for all the 

equations:
§ Age: 15-24 years
§ Race: African
§ Province: Gauteng
§ Sector: Manufacturing
§

The labour force participation probit includes some household level variables which are likely 

to impact on a person’s decision to enter the labour force, namely the number of children 

up to seven years old in the household, the number of children between eight and 15 in the 

household and the number of adults over 60 in the household. Table 17 presents the results 

from the female labour force participation probit. 

The negative coefficients for the race groups indicate that in both years, African women 

were more likely to enter the labour force than women from other race groups. In 2001, 

Asian women were 22 per cent less likely to enter the labour force than African women. 

This increased to 25 per cent in 2005. In 2001, White women were 26 per cent less likely 

than African women to enter the labour force, which was almost unchanged in 2005. The 

and African women, , were equally likely to enter the labour force. In 2005, 

however, Coloured women were 5 per cent less likely than African women to participate in 

that in both years, women between the ages of 15 and 24 years were the least likely to enter 

the labour force. This is not surprising as females in this age group may still be attending 

educational institutions.
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Table 17:  Female Broad Labour Force Participation Equations, 2001 and 2005

Source: LFS 2001:2;  LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA); Own Calculations

Notes:

The education splines capture the impact of education on a female’s decision to enter the 

labour force. With the exception of Degree in both years and Diploma in 2005, all the education 

higher levels of educational attainment relate to a higher probability of taking part in the labour 

education splines mean that education beyond Grade 12 does not increase the likelihood of 

entering the labour force. 

As mentioned before, the LFSs no longer capture information according to urban/rural 
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provinces were less likely to enter the labour force than women living in Gauteng. In 2005, the 

indicating that living in those provinces as opposed to living in Gauteng had no positive or 

Cape and KwaZulu Natal became even less likely to enter the labour force than their Gauteng 

likely to enter the labour force than women living in Gauteng.

number of children under the age of seven years living in a household increase the probability 

of females entering the labour market. In contrast, and interestingly, a greater number 

of children between the ages of eight and 15 years that reside in a household lower the 

On the one hand a larger number of young children may lead to women staying at home to 

household may act as an incentive to enter the labour market. It is apparent that impact of 

the household on labour force participation and of other similar factors outweigh the impacts 

of any factors related to the number of young children in the household that reduce labour 

in both years imply that the greater the number of adults over 60 (who may be receiving a 

pension) living in a household, the less likely a female of working age will be to enter the 

labour force. 

Now that the participation equation has been estimated, the sample of female labour 

participants is retained and the employment equation is estimated, estimating the probability 

participation probit is included in the employment probit. The results in Table 18 show that in 

that female labour force participants are different from women that decided not to enter the 

Race played an important role in both 2001 and 2005 in females’ probability of being employed, 

17 per cent more likely, with Asian women 27 per cent more likely and White women about 

42 per cent more likely to be employed than African women. By 2005, these gaps had closed 

slightly, with Coloured women 12 per cent more likely, Asian women 25 per cent more likely 

and White women 35 per cent more likely to be employed than African women. It is important 

controlling for age, education, location, age or experience and the various other variables 
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included in the model. 

In both 2001 and 2005 the coefficients for 25 to 34 year old women are not statistically 

2001 as well as 2005, women aged 34 years and older were more likely to be employed than 

women between the ages of 15 and 24 years and, by extension, those between 25 and 34 

the period relative to women between the ages of 15 and 24 years.

Table 18:  Female Employment Equations, 2001 and 2005

Source: LFS 2001:2;  LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA); Own Calculations

Notes:
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Matric, diploma or a degree became stronger over the period.

women living in Gauteng, although the effect appears to have weakened slightly by 2005. 

women living in Gauteng, with the effect stronger for both provinces in 2005. For all other 

Table 19 presents the earnings functions for employed women in 2001 and 2005. In this case 

earnings are measured by the log of the total monthly wage earned by the employed. The 

lamda derived when estimating the employment probit was included in the earnings equation. 

bias, which was corrected for through the inclusion of lambda in the estimation of the earnings 

equation.

women from other population groups and that the gap has in fact widened between 2001 and 

2005. In 2001, Coloured women earned 13 per cent more than African women, increasing to 

22 per cent in 2005. White women earned 32 per cent more than African women in 2001, with 

the gap increasing to 38 per cent in 2005. In both years Asian women earned about 28 per 

cent more than African women. 

The positive returns to education are also again evident, with additional years of education 

impacting positively on the earnings of women in 2001 as well as in 2005. A greater positive 

impact on earnings is associated with Matric or tertiary education in 2001, while the effect 

associated with these levels of education (particularly Matric or a Degree) becoming stronger 

in 2005. 

female colleagues in the rest of the country in 2001 and 2005. The effect was slightly weaker 

for women residing in the Western Cape who earned 10 per cent less in 2001 and 7 per 

cent in 2005 less than women living in Gauteng. Women living in the other seven provinces 

earnedbetween 20 per cent and 50 per cent less than women in Gauteng.
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Table 19:  Female Earnings Equations, 2001 and 2005

Source: LFS 2001:2;  LFS 2005:2 (Statistics SA); Own Calculations

Notes:
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With the exception of Craft and Trade Workers in both years, Skilled Agricultural Workers in 

Workers, these occupation groups earned more in both years. In both years, the earnings of 

groups the differentials widened slightly between 2001 and 2005. In the other semi-skilled 

occupations (Services and Sales, Skilled Agriculture, Craft and Trade workers and Operators 

and Assemblers), women earned between 15 per cent and 30 per cent more than female 

The results by industry show that, relative to the Manufacturing sector, the earnings of women 

working in the other two secondary sectors (Construction and Utilities) were not statistically 

different from the earnings of females working in the Manufacturing industry in 2001 as 

well as 2005. Women working in the Agricultural sector earned about 30 per cent less than 

earned almost 40 per cent more than females in the Manufacturing sector. Women working in 

the large number of women working as informal traders. Women in the Finance sector earned 

9 per cent more in 2001 and 16 per cent more in 2005 than women in Manufacturing. The vast 

however decline from 86 per cent in 2001 to 31 per cent in 2005.

experience generated a return to earnings for females of about 1,4 per cent in 2001 and about 

diminishing returns to experience, implying that after a certain amount of years, an additional 

year of experience does not translate into increased earnings. 

female union members earned 45 per cent more than their counterparts who did not belong 

to a union. This increased to almost 47 per cent in 2005. Finally, the positive and statistically 

the total number of hours worked per month increased earnings by 0,22 per cent and 0,29 per 

cent in 2001 and 2005 respectively.



Women in the South African Labour Market: 1995-2004

              47

 7. Conclusion

Women are increasingly engaging with the South African economy through increased 

participation in the labour force. This feminisation of the South African labour force between 

the labour force. Women accounted for almost six in ten new labour force members over 

of the female labour force has arguably been spurred by improvements in geographical and 

occupational mobility that occurred during the late 1980s and 1990s.

The educational profile of the labour force, particularly amongst females, has shown 

improvement since 1995. The portions of the female labour force that demonstrated the most 

labour force growth has not been limited to young people as the largest percentage increases 

in female labour force participation occurred in the two oldest age groups (45-54 years and 55-

65 years). While the number of female labour force participants in theses age groups remain 

relatively small compared to the other age groups, these increases do suggest that females 

are choosing to remain in the labour force for longer than before or alternatively having no 

choice but to stay in the labour force and continue to work or look for work as they become 

older. 

55 per cent of the increase in employment between 1995 and 2005, the bulk of which accrued 

to African women. In line with the labour force, the female workforce has aged over the period, 

with the oldest two age groups displaying the largest annual growth rates. 

In line with the findings of previous studies that women remain overrepresented in low-

women in the Wholesale and Retail Trade sector. This may partly be explained by Statistics 

South Africa’s increased accuracy in capturing informal sector trade.

absorb all the additional female entrants to the labour market. Female unemployment rates 

increased for all covariates, but African women and young women in particular struggled to 

contrast to the aggregate rate of 39 per cent and the aggregate female unemployment rate 
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higher levels of unemployment than their similarly educated male counterparts. All individuals 

It is clear that discrimination by gender and race remains when returns to employment are 

considered. In terms of real mean monthly earnings, women of all race groups earned less 

that men in 2001 and in 2005, with the exception of Coloureds in 2005. While a higher level 

of education is generally associated with a higher level of earnings, White women earned 

more than African women with the same level of education, with the exception of degreed 

African women in 2005. The latter is, though, an encouraging sign. Racial discrimination also 

remained in the different occupation groups, with White women earning more than their African 

and Operators and Assemblers.

An individual’s probability of employment is determined by a wide range of variables, with 

the key roles of gender and race highlighted in this paper. It is evident that women continue 

to suffer discrimination in the labour market, in terms of lower quality employment and lower 

in the labour force, particularly if they are young and poorly educated. They are the least likely 

employment continue to earn considerably less than their White counterparts, with very large 

differences especially at the lower skills levels. While progress has been made in advancing 

the position of women in the labour market over the past decade, important challenges remain.



Women in the South African Labour Market: 1995-2004

              49

 References

South African Journal of Economics, 67(3)

In: Bhorat, H. et. al. (eds.)  Fighting Poverty   

Cape Town:  UCT Press

Bhorat, H. & Oosthuizen, M. 2005. 

Development Policy Research Unit Working Paper No 05/93. Cape Town:    

University of Cape Town

Burger, R. & Yu, D. 2006. Constructing an Earnings Series for South Africa from   

Stellenbosch 

Casale, D., Muller, C. & Posel, D. 2004. Two Million Net New Jobs:  A Reconsideration   

Paper presented at the   

TIPS/DPRU Forum, 13-15 October 2004, Somerset West, South Africa.

South Africa:  An Analysis of Recent Data and Trends, The South    

African Journal of Economics , March 2002       

Casale, D. 2004. What has the Feminisation of the Labour Market ‘Bought” Women   

Development Policy Research Unit Working    

Paper No 04/84. Cape Town:  University of Cape Town

Department.  Available at  http://www.ilo.org/public/english/employment/   

strat/download/esp8.pdf

Kingdon, G. & Knight, J. 2005. 

 Paper Presented at the International Conference on   

22 July 2005. Available at http://www.isser.org/1%20Kingdon_Knight.pdf



Women in the South African Labour Market: 1995-2004

              50

Muller, C. 2003. Measuring South Africa’s Informal Sector:  An Analysis of National   

 Development Policy Research Unit Working Paper   

No 03/71. Cape Town:  University of Cape Town.

Habib, A. & Southall, R. (eds.)   Pretoria:  HSRC.

Oosthuizen, M. 2006.  Development   

Policy Research Unit Working Paper No 06/103. Cape Town:  University   

of Cape Town.

Oosthuizen, M. & Van der Westhuizen, C. 2005. 

Unpublished DPRU Research Report for the Department of 

Trade and Industry.

Posel, D. & Casale, D. 2005. 

for Earnings Estimates?  An Analysis of Earnings Data from South    

 Paper Presented at the DPRU/TIPS Forum at Glenburn     

Lodge, Johannesburg. 30 November – 1 December 2005. Available at    

http://www.tips.org.za/research/item.asp?ID=774

Poswell, L. 2002. 

Cape Town:  Development Policy Research Unit, University of Cape Town.

In:  27 (3). pp. 583-602. 

Statistics South Africa. 2006.  P0141.1.   

Available at   http://www.statssa.gov.za/keyindicators/CPI/CPIHistory.pdf 


