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Preface 

Evidence-based decision-making has become an indispensable practice universally because of its role in 

ensuring efficient management of population, economic and social affairs. It is in this regard that Statistics South 

Africa (Stats SA) is mandated to provide the state and other stakeholders with official statistics on the 

demographic, economic and social situation of the country to support planning, monitoring and evaluation of the 

implementation of programmes and other initiatives. In fulfilling its mandate prescribed in the Statistics Act, (Act 

No. 6 of 1999), Stats SA has conducted three censuses (1996, 2001 and 2011) and various household-based 

surveys. Censuses remain one of the key data sources that provide government planners, policymakers and 

administrators with information on which to base their social and economic development plans and programmes 

at all levels of geography. Census information is also used in monitoring of national priorities and their 

achievement, and the universally adopted Millennium Development Goals. This demand for evidence-based 

policymaking continues to create new pressures for the organisation to go beyond statistical releases that profile 

basic information and to embark on the production of in-depth analytical reports that reveal unique challenges 

and opportunities that the citizenry have at all levels of geography. This analytical work also enhances 

intellectual debates which are critical for policy review and interventions.  

The above process is aimed at enabling the organisation to respond to and support evidence-based 

policymaking adequately, build analytical capacity and identify emerging population, socio-economic and social 

issues that require attention in terms of policy formulation and research. The monograph series represents the 

first phase of detailed analytical reports that are theme-based, addressing topics of education, disability, ageing, 

nuptiality, age structure, migration, fertility, and mortality, among others.  

This monograph provides a comprehensive profile of elderly persons in South Africa, exploring key aspects 

pertaining to their demographics, socio-economic status and health status. The differentials and spatial profiles 

by sex, population group and geographical location bring forth critical issues pertaining to the well-being of this 

vulnerable group. 

 
 
 
 
PJ Lehohla 
Statistician-General  
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Executive Summary 

Ageing is an important biological phase in an individual's lifetime. It impacts on the demographic, socio-economic 

and social welfare of the country in diverse ways, generating policy interest, as governments seek to set national 

priorities that cater for elderly persons as a vulnerable group. Current and future efforts to address the needs of 

elderly persons require statistical evidence. This report provides valuable information on the demographic and 

socio-economic profiles of the elderly population in South Africa, based on the three post-1994 censuses. 

The number and proportion of elderly persons aged 60 years and older relative to those aged 59 and younger 

has increased over the period 1996–2011. The number has increased from 2,8 million in 1996 to 4,1 million in 

2011, and the proportions from 7,1% in 1996 to 8,0% in 2011. Projections show that the older population will 

continue to increase and by 2030 there will be approximately seven million elderly persons in South Africa. 

The composition and distribution of elderly persons reflect noticeable differences between sexes, population 

groups, ethnic groups and regions. Sex variations show that old age in South Africa is highly feminised. The sex 

ratio, a key measure of sex composition, increased from 64 to 66 elderly men per 100 elderly women over the 

period 1996–2011, suggesting an improvement in health among men. Limpopo province had the lowest number 

of elderly men per 100 elderly women over the period 1996–2011. This profile of sex ratios may be partly 

attributed to the high levels of out-migration of adult males from this province. Gauteng, Western Cape and North 

West provinces had the highest sex ratios – a profile that may be attributed to the higher level of in-migration of 

men in search of employment in mainly male-selective sectors such as mining, construction and manufacturing, 

which are prevalent within these provinces. 

Between 1996 and 2011, there has been a difference in the growth proportions of elderly persons across 

population groups. The proportion of elderly whites increased by 5,7 percentage points (from 14,4% in 1996 to 

20,1% in 2011) and 4,8 percentage points among Indians/Asians (from 6,4% in 1996 to 11,2% in 2011) .Elderly 

coloured and black Africans grew by 1,9 percentage points (from 5,8% in 1996 to 7,7% in 2011) and 0,4 

percentage points (from 6,2% in 1996 to 6,6% in 2011) respectively. 

The distribution of elderly persons by province has a number of implications on resources and funds available 

within each province to meet the needs of the elderly. Provincial variations show that in 2011, the highest 

proportion of elderly persons relative to adults and children was recorded in Eastern Cape (9,7%), followed by 

Western Cape (8,9%) and Limpopo (8,7%). KwaZulu-Natal, Mpumalanga and Gauteng provinces recorded 

proportions of elderly persons lower than the national figure of 8,0. Over the period 1996–2011, more than half of 

elderly persons were married; an indication that marriage is the most common form of union among the elderly. 

However, results show an upward trend of elderly persons choosing to live together like married partners 

(cohabiting). The proportion has more than doubled from 1,9% in 1996 to 4,1% in 2011. The proportion of the 

elderly who have never married has also increased from 9,1% in 1996 to 13,6% in 2011. 
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The education profile of elderly persons shows that most elderly persons in South Africa have no formal 

education. However, the proportion of those with no schooling has decreased from 47% in 1996 to 28% in 2011. 

Focusing on the elderly with 'no schooling', analysis on functional literacy was done to ascertain literacy among 

elderly. Functional literacy was measured based on self-assessment on the following functional domains: ability 

to write own name, read a newspaper/ magazine or book in any language, ability to fill in a form and ability to 

calculate an amount of change received when purchasing an item. Findings showed that more than half of the 

elderly persons with 'no schooling' were unable to read a newspaper or fill a form. About 45% were unable to 

write their own name or calculate change after a business transaction. Sex variations show that elderly women 

were worse off in all literacy functional domains compared to their male counterparts. Population group dynamics 

show that illiteracy was most prevalent among coloured elderly persons and lowest among the white population 

group. 

There is also noticeable disparity in the proportion of elderly persons that have attained a higher level of 

education by gender and population group. In 2011, almost a third (28,4%) of elderly whites had attained a 

higher level of education, far higher than that of black Africans (2,5%), coloureds (3,6%) and Indians/Asians 

(8,2%). The proportion of elderly men who have attained a higher level of education is almost twofold that of 

elderly women (11,4% and 6,4% respectively). The findings are a reflection of how the unjust educational system 

of the apartheid era influenced education outcomes among white and non-white racial groups. 

Socio-economic status (SES) among the elderly was analysed based on an SES index at individual level. 

Ownership of goods, access to basic services such as piped water, electricity, and toilet facilities as well as 

ownership of dwelling structure variables were included in the model. Results show that four in ten elderly 

persons in South Africa are poor. More than a third make an average living, and the rich constitute about 27%. 

Provincial variations show that rural provinces have higher proportions of poor elderly persons compared to 

those residing in the urban provinces. Limpopo and Eastern Cape provinces had the highest proportion of poor 

elderly persons (77,1% and 64,4%), while Western Cape and Gauteng provinces had higher proportions of rich 

elderly persons (57,5% and 50,4%). Such vast regional variations point to the high inequalities that existed 

between former homelands and South Africa during the apartheid era and continue to exist. Findings further 

show that poverty is highly gendered and differs across the four population groups. Noticeably, higher 

proportions of socio-economic deprivation exist among households headed by elderly women compared to those 

headed by elderly men (41,8% and 36,9% respectively). Racial differences show that elderly whites and 

Indians/Asians had higher socio-economic status compared to black Africans and coloureds. The proportions of 

rich white elderly persons were ten times higher than that of black African elderly persons (80,7% and 8% 

respectively). The gap in socio-economic status among elderly persons depicts the impact of marginalisation and 

lack of opportunities for specific groups in the past. Analysis by language attempts to go beyond analysis by 

population group. The majority of English-speaking elderly persons (78%) have better socio-economic status 

compared to other languages. In contrast, more than two-thirds of elderly persons who spoke Tshivenda, 

Xitsonga, Sepedi and isiXhosa were poor.  
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Old age is often characterised by poor health due to frailty, morbidities and disabilities. This culminates into an 

inability to perform certain functions such as walking, hearing, seeing, remembering and concentrating as well as 

self-care. The results on extent of difficulty in a number of functional domains showed that for most elderly 

persons, ability to hear, walk or climb, remember or concentrate and self-care became increasingly difficult with 

age. Findings further show that elderly women experience far higher levels of severe difficulty in a number of 

functional domains compared to elderly men. The largest difference in the proportion of elderly men and 

women's functioning were those of remembering (2,0%), seeing (1,9%) and walking (1,8%). 

Due to old age, many elderly persons rely on assistive devices and chronic medication. The results show that a 

substantial proportion of elderly persons were using chronic medication (38%) by age 60–64. Population group 

differences revealed that a higher proportion of elderly whites use assistive devices such as glasses (79,9%), 

hearing aids (10,0%), wheelchairs (4,9%) as well as chronic medication (58,0%) when compared to all other 

population groups. 

The findings on the living arrangements of elderly persons in households show that more than half (50,6%) of 

elderly persons live in extended households. The dominance of elderly persons living in extended households 

reflects on the fundamental role family support continues to play in ensuring that the needs of the elderly persons 

are met. Regional variations show that elderly persons living in extended household setups are more prevalent in 

rural provinces such as Limpopo, Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal and Mpumalanga, while nuclear households 

among the elderly are predominantly found in Western Cape and Gauteng provinces. However, the results also 

show that over the 1996–2011 period, there has been an upward trend in the prevalence of single-member 

households (from 16,3% in 1996 to 26,7% in 2011 as far as all households are concerned and from 14,6% in 

1996 to 20,2% in 2011 for those headed by elderly persons). Further research is required to determine the 

characteristics of elderly persons opting to live alone. Sex variations show that the proportion of elderly women 

living in extended households is twice that of their male counterparts. Six in ten elderly women reside within 

extended households. In contrast a higher proportion (over a third) of elderly men resides in nuclear households. 

There is a growing trend of elderly persons living alone among all population groups .However single-member 

and nuclear households were found predominantly among the white population group. Household headship 

remains one of the key roles that elderly persons often assume in order to provide for the needs of their 

households and maintain the well-being of household members. The responsibility of household headship can be 

a daunting task in the event of socio-economic and cultural hardships/challenges. Census 2011 findings show 

that about 2,9 million households (19,9%) were headed by elderly persons; an increase from 1,7 million in 1996. 

Male-headed households are more prevalent among the elderly who had just progressed into old age (those 

aged 60–64 years), while female-headed households become more apparent among the oldest of the age 

groups. Such a pattern is reflective of a higher male mortality as the population progresses into old age. 

Analysis of household size, i.e. the number of people per household and headship show that about a third 

(32,5%) of households headed by the elderly have five or more members. Such a profile of the elderly heading 
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large families is a reflection of the extent of economic and social responsibilities that elderly persons continue to 

provide to their significant others. However, population group dynamics in household headship revealed that 

large households (five or more members) were predominantly among black African-headed households (40%). In 

contrast, white-headed households show a prevalence of small household sizes with almost half (48,2%) being 

two-member households and more than a third were single-member households. There are also noticeable 

differences in household size between urban and rural areas. While urban areas show dominance of small 

household sizes (one and two-member households), traditional/tribal areas are dominated by large household 

sizes. The regional profile shows that elderly persons in provinces that are predominantly urban such as 

Gauteng and Western Cape headed mostly two-member households, while those residing in the rural provinces 

of KwaZulu-Natal, Limpopo and Eastern Cape had the highest proportion of households that consisted of five or 

more household members.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

Population ageing has become a prominent topic by researchers who are unpacking the implications of 

demographic change (Marcoux, 2001). "Ageing populations is a summary term for shifts in the age distribution of 

a population towards older ages" (Gavrilov & Heuveline, 2003:1). For many decades, ageing was known to be a 

phenomenon of industrialised countries, but of late it has become a global issue, and is rapidly accelerating in 

the developing world (Beard et al., 2012). The proportion of persons aged 60 years and older was 22% in the 

developed world and 9% in the developing world, and is projected to be as high as 20% by 2050 (UNDP, 2011). 

According to the Census 2001 results, about 7,3% of the population in South Africa were aged 60 years and 

older, constituting an increase from the 7,0% reported in 1996.  

Traditionally, concerns regarding African populations by researchers and policymakers have focused on the high 

rates of fertility and patterns of mortality, including the HIV and AIDS pandemic and other infectious diseases. 

However, recent studies and projections are now highlighting the fact that population ageing is now becoming a 

concern for developing countries (World Bank, 2010; UNDP, 2011). Ageing in Africa is taking place in conditions 

of social as well as economic hardships, where poverty is rampant and the HIV and AIDS pandemic is also 

ravaging the continent (Gachuhi et al., 2005). 

The rapid transformation of the traditional extended family has also contributed to the challenges facing the 

elderly population as modernisation increases (Kinsella and Ferreira, 1997). This is in contrast to the ageing 

processes that took place in the developed countries where population ageing occurred under an already well-

developed socio-economic and political environment (Gachuhi et al., 2005). The conditions that lead to ageing in 

more developed countries differ significantly to those experienced within less developed countries. The 

developed world gradually aged due to increased life expectancy and declining fertility (DTT) due to 

improvement in health, technology, and socio-economic conditions, whilst in the developing world, the ageing 

process evolved over a faster rate and within poorer socio-economic conditions (Peace et al., 2007). However, 

all population changes occur through the interaction of fertility, mortality and migration.  

1.2 Ageing and its demographic drivers 

The interaction of three demographic processes, namely fertility, mortality and migration contributes to a change 

in the population structure which may result in population ageing (Lesthaeghe, 2000). Population ageing refers to 

a process in which proportions of adults and the elderly increase in a population while the proportions of children 

and adolescents decrease. As a result, the median age (the age at which half of the population is younger and 

the other half is older) increases in a country (Haupt & Kane, 2004; WHO, 2012). It is not surprising then that 

fertility and mortality are said to be the most dominant and important factors contributing to population ageing 

(Weeks, 2008; Beard et al., 2012; Lee, 2003). 
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Fertility 

The most prominent historical factor in population ageing has been declining fertility. A decline in the number of 

babies born means fewer younger people and proportionally more people at older ages over time (Kinsella and 

Phillips 2005; Beard et al., 2012). This continual decline in fertility leads to smaller successive birth cohorts 

leading to population ageing from the base of the population structure (Joubert et al., 2006). South Africa has 

been one of the first countries in sub-Saharan Africa to experience an overall fertility decline (Nkau, 1998; 

SADHS, 1999). The total fertility rate (TFR) has fallen from 6,0 in the mid-1950s to about 4,3 in the 1980s, 

reaching around 3,5 births per woman in 1996 (Caldwell & Caldwell 1993; SADHS 1999, Stats SA, 1996). The 

Community Survey 2007 estimated the TFR at 2,8 births per woman (Stats SA, 2010). It is important to note that 

South Africa has the lowest total fertility rate in Southern Africa as well as in sub-Saharan Africa (Moultrie & 

Timaeus, 2003). It is argued that this decline in fertility has and will continue to contribute to the increase in the 

share of elderly persons in the overall population of South Africa. However, declining fertility is not in itself 

sufficient to age a population. Other factors, particularly mortality, play an important role.  

Mortality 

As living standards improve, mortality declines, primarily because of better nutrition, hygiene and sanitation as 

well as better medical care and accessibility of public health services. Low mortality levels at all ages, particularly 

infancy, translate into higher life expectancy. An increase in life expectancy at older ages leads to population 

ageing from the top of the population age structure (Joubert et al., 2006). In the developed world, population 

ageing was primarily due to an increase in life expectancy, with declining fertility following suit (Lee, 2003). 

However, the experience of ageing in sub-Saharan Africa and more specifically the epicentre of the HIV 

epidemic, South Africa, has to some extent been driven by higher mortality.  

The impact of AIDS has been devastating in many sub-Saharan African countries and has significantly affected 

how population ageing in these countries unfolds (Nyambedha et al., 2003). In the developing world the virus is 

spread primarily through sexual transmission. In the absence of access to HIV and AIDS treatment, there is an 

increase in adult mortality due to AIDS. This adversely affects the population structure, as adults of working and 

reproductive age die off due to AIDS. Not only does HIV and AIDS decrease the life expectancy of young adults 

once infected, but higher levels of mortality among adults within the population results in skip-generation 

households. Skip-generation households are households where grandchildren are left behind by their deceased 

parents and are the sole responsibility of their elderly grandparents (Nyambedha et al., 2003). Many HIV and 

AIDS affected countries face a population with increasing proportions of the elderly, combined with declining 

proportions of infants and children. AIDS mortality accelerates population ageing in affected countries, and this is 

of concern as in most cases, planning for the increasing number of the elderly has not been correctly done 

(Joubert et al., 2006). 
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Migration 

Though migration is not the most prevalent driver of population ageing, it is potentially an important contributing 

factor to population ageing globally and within South Africa. Emigration contributes to population ageing in 

sending countries, as younger people in search of better jobs and study opportunities leave behind older ones. 

Retiring populations migrating back to their countries of origin or particular areas that are conducive for the 

elderly also accelerates population ageing in those specific countries or areas. In many countries, including 

South Africa, older people are becoming concentrated in rural areas as younger adults leave the rural areas for 

the cities and some older urban migrants return to rural communities as they reach old age (Kinsella & Velkoff, 

2001). In contrast, immigration lowers population ageing in recipient countries/communities as most people who 

migrate are usually younger. Demographers believe that migration is yet to play a vital role in the nature of 

population ageing in the future, especially in low fertility countries (Gavrilov & Heuveline, 2003).  

Fertility and mortality in South Africa have a greater role to play relative to migration, in the ageing process. 

Countries such as South Africa, that are experiencing an HIV and AIDS epidemic, consequently experience 

mortality patterns that result in the ageing of the population (Udjo, 2004; Nyambedha et al., 2003).  

Policy challenges 

The changing age structure of a population is a major source of concern, as governments around the world 

attempt to plan for age-related expenditures. Policies on pensions, employment, health care and migration are 

dependent on the changing age structure of a population. Governments require statistics to make evidence-

based long-term plans and policies to address the current and future needs of elderly persons. 

Although studies on ageing are still in their formative years in Africa, of late, there has been a growing realisation 

regarding the magnitude and the implications of population ageing, particularly in developing countries. At micro 

level, the conflict between scarce family resources and the needs of younger family members is great, leaving 

the needs of older persons unattended. At macro level, only few developing countries have well-established 

social security systems to address the needs of elderly persons (ILO, 2010; Fredvang & Giggs, 2012). The 

majority of elderly persons in developing countries, particularly those in sub-Saharan Africa, live in rural areas 

where in most instances living conditions are appalling. Given the low levels of educational attainment amongst 

this group, which often translates into work outside the formal sector, the majority of elderly persons are unlikely 

to receive retirement benefits. Given the lack of financial support systems, older persons are left vulnerable with 

limited options of taking care of their needs, and this translates into huge dependencies on the family support 

system.  

The plight of elderly persons in the absence of family support systems and social protection measures and above 

all, inadequate statistics on their socio-economic status, makes the vulnerability of this group inevitable. Efforts to 

address challenges faced by the elderly have gained momentum at international level, with the emergence of 

debates and discussions on the ageing phenomenon, world fora such as the Madrid Assembly of 2002 that 
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translated into the adoption of an International Plan of Action on Ageing to address development, health and 

environmental challenges faced by elderly persons, all of which attest to the commitment towards embracing old 

age. 

South Africa, like other developing countries, has to bring to the fore the importance of planning for the growing 

proportion of the elderly in the country. Developed countries experienced a gradual process of ageing, which 

allowed for planning and resource allocation. In contrast, population ageing in South Africa has become more 

rapid and is occurring on relatively larger population bases (Joubert & Bradshaw, 2006). Not only has the 

proportion of elderly persons increased since 1996, but the conditions under which ageing has occurred place a 

greater burden on the elderly who are often caregivers and caretakers of those infected and affected by the HIV 

pandemic (Legido-Quigly, 2003; Steinberg et al., 2002). The elderly are not only in need of support due to an 

increase in frailty at older ages, but are now burdened with caring for children affected and infected without 

receiving the necessary support from adults who have been taken away due to AIDS (Munthree & Maharaj, 

2010). 

Policy and legislation  

For many decades, the elderly remained and still are vulnerable in many societies. However, of late there has 

been commitment at international and country levels to create age-friendly societies that attend to the health and 

socio-economic needs of the elderly. The commitment is reflected in the recent spell of international guidelines 

and country-specific older person legislations and policies. The Madrid Plan calls for the recognition of the 

contribution of older persons and the promotion of their rights, and emphasises the role of government in 

providing and ensuring access to basic social services (UN, 2002). 

The South African older person legislations and policies reflect key guidelines embedded in the Madrid Plan. The 

commitment from the government to improve the lives of the elderly is reflected in the establishment of relevant 

structures and bodies. The South African Older Persons Policy adopted in 2006 (Act No.13 of 2006) provides a 

framework for providing for the needs of elderly persons. These include the establishment of the Directorate of 

Care and Services within the Department of Social Development. The government recognises that elderly 

persons are indeed a vulnerable group, given their health and socio-economic circumstances. The vulnerability 

of elderly persons in South Africa is largely determined by pre-1994 policies and inequalities. The Act stipulates 

that the elderly require social security in the form of an old-age pension as a support mechanism. It has been 

noted that old-age pensions play a crucial role in supplementing household income and in some instances it is 

the only source of income for some households (Stats SA, 2012). The National Development Plan 2030 

emphasises the importance of the social security systems in an attempt to redress the high levels of poverty and 

inequality experienced in South Africa. 

The ageing of the South African population has an impact on the ability of the state to respond to the needs of 

the elderly. By 2010, a decree by the Minister of Finance allowed for the inclusion of men between ages 60 and 
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64 according to the new eligibility criteria. By 2011, about two-thirds of the elderly 60 persons aged years and 

over were receiving an old-age grant (Presidency, 2012). High levels of unemployment and the reduced 

proportion of working age adults aged 15–64 relative to the dependent elderly has fiscal policy implications.  

This monograph will feed into the information gap on this group by assessing the extent to which the needs of 

the elderly are met.  

1.3 Objectives of the monograph 

• To profile the demographic and socio-economic status of elderly persons in South Africa  

• To profile the dynamics of living circumstances of elderly persons in South Africa 

1.4 Overview of chapters 

This monograph has been divided into seven chapters. This chapter provides a detailed background to ageing 

and its demographics drivers. Chapter 2 highlights data methods and evaluation of Census 2011 results. Chapter 

3 discusses the various measures of ageing. The demographic and socio-economic profiles of elderly persons 

are outlined in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5. Chapter 6 provides an overview of the living arrangements of elderly 

persons, whilst Chapter 7 presents conclusions and recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 2: DATA METHODS AND EVALUATION 

2.1 Data 

The monograph is based on data collected in the censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011. Each individual was asked 

to give his/her current age as well as their date of birth, to aid the reporting of age accurately. For the purposes 

of this monograph, elderly persons are defined as persons aged 60 years and older. According to the social 

welfare policy in South Africa, both men and women aged 60 and older qualify for the old-age pension fund. The 

United Nations defines older persons as the population aged 60 years and older, and this is consistent with the 

retirement age of most countries, including South Africa (UNP&R, 2008). An increase in the number of those 

aged 60 and older should raise awareness that more health care, care facilities and financial support need to be 

available to accommodate a higher proportion of elderly persons in South Africa in the future. Reliable statistics 

on older persons, their socio-economic standings as well as their access to services, are imperative in preventing 

distress, financial burdens and health deterioration of the growing number of elderly persons in South Africa 

(Nancy Phaswana-Mafuya et al., 2013). 

2.2 Data evaluation: Comparison between Population Register and censuses of 
2001 and 2011 

The Population Register 2011 data were used to evaluate Census 2011 age data. The Population Register 

includes South African citizens whose births were registered, and foreign nationals with South African permanent 

residence permits. Tourists and temporally immigrants such as refugees, asylum seekers as well as those 

undocumented are not captured within the register. Thus it is not surprising that the number of people at specific 

age groups may be somewhat lower in the Population Register than that of the Census 2011. Although the 

quality of the Population Register is affected by incompleteness of both birth and death registrations, it is 

deemed a credible data source. Comparison by single years is presented in Figure 2.1 below. 
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The 2011 Population Register and the Census 2011 data on age distribution seem to be comparable. However, 

between the two sources of population data, ages above 40 years show that the register had more persons 

compared to Census 2011. This may reflect under-reporting of the population at these ages. At older ages, the 

Population Register may include people who should have been removed, such as those that have died but their 

deaths were not registered, as well as those that have emigrated but were not declared as such. The difference 

in the two data sources is not as vast as in younger ages.  

Although the Population Register may well warrant some further completion estimation, some reasons for the 

fluctuating age patterns at older ages may point to the ages at which populations are more likely to register as 

they turn 60 years for elderly security grants. 

2.3 Data analysis 

There are a number of measures used to indicate an ageing population. These include median ages, proportions 

of elderly persons, ageing index and dependency ratios. Using these measures further, a bivariate analysis by 

sex, population group and province was performed. The results focus on levels and patterns of ageing as well as 

differentials. Profiles of the elderly by demographic, socio-economic and living arrangements and disability were 

presented. SuperCross and SAS statistical packages were employed to undertake the analysis.  

In societies where the population is not homogenous, knowledge of racial characteristics is essential for any 

analysis of economic and social development. For the purpose of analysis, population groups are categorised as 

black African, coloured, Indian/Asian and white. In South Africa, analysis by population group remains an 

important crosscutting variable to better understand and plan for education, employment, health, mortality, 

fertility, and migration within the country. Investigations by population groups still hold value in monitoring 

progress towards an equal society in South Africa. 
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CHAPTER 3: MEASURING AGEING IN SOUTH AFRICA 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter details the change in the age and sex structure over the period 1996 to 2011, indicating the manner 

in which ageing in South Africa is unfolding. Indices of ageing are profiled and implications thereof are discussed. 

3.2 Age and sex patterns 

The age and the sex structure of the population are the most important demographic characteristics that are 

captured by the census of a population. Age and sex are two attributes that largely influence an individual's role 

in society. An attempt is made in this chapter to examine the various aspects of the age and sex composition of 

South Africans at national, provincial and district levels, using data collected from the 1996, 2001 and 2011 

censuses. The age composition of a population is important for several reasons. The proportions of children and 

older persons have much to do with the balance of national expenditure on schools, childcare, immunisation and 

reproductive health, in relation to expenditure on old-age social security systems and health care for chronic and 

degenerative diseases. The ratio of the population aged 65 and older to the working-age population is a 

fundamental consideration in the design of public pension arrangements. 

3.2.1 Sex composition 

Sex composition is one of the basic demographic characteristics, and is extremely vital for any meaningful 

demographic analysis. Changes in sex composition largely reflect the underlying socio-economic and cultural 

patterns of a society in different ways. Sex ratio is defined here as the number of males per 100 females in the 

population. It is an important demographic and social indicator that measures the extent of prevailing equity 

between males and females in a society, and influences directly the incidence of marriage, birth, migration, 

economic activities, etc. Development programmes may also have a differential impact on the quality of life for 

both males and females. 

3.2.2 Age-sex structure 

The age and sex structure of the population in a given society is the interplay between the demographic 

processes of change (fertility, mortality and migration). Each of the three processes has a predictable impact on 

the population structure (Weeks, 2008). All other factors being constant, mortality is more prevalent among the 

very young (under 5 years of age) and the very oldest ages, with male elderly persons more susceptible to death 

than females. Decline in mortality thus increases the proportion of children surviving, leading to an increase in 

the population at younger ages. It has also been noted that mortality decline, particularly amongst women at 

older ages, influences sex structure as there is a higher proportion of elderly women at older ages relative to 

men. Fertility, on the other hand, has a more dramatic long-term impact on the age structure (Weeks, 2008). For 

instance, a decline in the birth rate in a given year will translate into fewer people for that age cohort compared to 
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surrounding ages and vice versa. High fertility levels translate into broad-base pyramids (young age structure) 

while low fertility levels translate into an old-age structure – an age structure that resembles a barrel shape 

(Weeks, 2008). Migration also contributes negatively or positively to the age structure and can have a dramatic 

short-term impact. This may be evident in crisis situations such as the outbreak of war, forcing massive numbers 

to move from one area to another. However, of the three population change processes, declining fertility is the 

biggest driver of an increase in the elderly population (Beard et al., 2011).  

As highlighted earlier, South Africa has had continuously declining fertility since the introduction of family 

planning in the country, though with a gentle trend. It is also important to note that South Africa has the lowest 

total fertility rate in sub-Saharan Africa (Moultrie & Timaeus, 2003; United Nations, 2012). Research continues to 

show that the total fertility rate (TFR) for all the population groups has declined since the 1930s, though with 

some disparities (Lutz et al., 2001). The Community Survey 2007 showed that the adjusted total fertility rate for 

the country was 2,8 births per woman. The black African and coloured populations had TFRs of 2,9 and 2,5 

respectively while the Indian/Asian and white population groups recorded the lowest TFR of around 1,4 

(Stats SA, 2010). 

Figures 3.1 and 3.2 show the South African age and sex structure over a 5-year period (1996–2001) and a 10-

year period (2001–2011) respectively. Between 1996 and 2001, there is an increase in the number and 

proportion of elderly persons aged 60 years and older. Similarly, between 2001 and 2011, the number of elderly 

people has increased, more so among women. Both pyramids show that the South African population is ageing. 

The population structures depicted in Figure 3.1 and Figure 3.2 also confirm the feminisation of ageing in South 

Africa.  
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3.3 Ageing indicators 

Globally, there are basic measures of understanding the changing age structure. These include the ageing index, 

median age, dependency ratios (total, youth and old-age), the potential support ratio and the parent support 

ratio. The above indicators are commonly used to determine whether a country's population is ageing or not. 

3.3.1 Median age 

The median age is often used to describe a population as young, old or ageing. Median age under 20 is 

described as young, 20–29 as intermediate, and 30 and older as old (Shryock, 1976). However, it is important to 

note that the median age is a summary measure that does not indicate proportions of the elderly relative to 

young persons and adults, but rather it is the age that splits the population into two equal parts, i.e. half the 

population is above or below the age. Thus, as the median age rises over time, the population may be said to be 

ageing. 

Table 3.1: Median age by sex, population group and province, censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011 

 
Sex and population group 

Census year and median age 

1996 2001 2011 

Sex 

Male 21 22 24

Female 23 24 26

Total 22 23 25

Population group 

Black African 21 22 24

Coloured 23 24 26

Indian/Asian 26 29 31

White 33 35 38

Total 22 23 25

Province 

Western Cape 25 26 28

Eastern Cape 19 20 22

Northern Cape 22 24 25

Free State 24 24 25

KwaZulu-Natal 21 20 23

North West 22 24 25

Gauteng 27 27 28

Mpumalanga 20 21 23

Limpopo 17 19 21

South Africa 22 23 25

'Other' population group (280 454) category for 2011 has been excluded 
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3.3.1.1 Median age by sex 

The results in Table 3.1 show that South Africa has an intermediate aged population for all census years, with 

the median age marginally increasing from 22 in 1996, to 23 in 2001 and 25 in 2011. The sex profile shows that 

the median age in South Africa differs by sex. Generally, the median age for females was higher than that of 

males. The median age for males increased from 21 years in 1996 to 24 years in 2011, while that of females 

increased from 23 to 26 years of age. Such sex variations confirm the widely recognised phenomenon of 

dominance of women in old age (Bloom & Canning, 2008). 

3.3.1.2 Median age by population group 

Median age by population group shows noticeably high variations. Among black Africans and coloureds, the 

median age increased by 3 years over the period 1996–2011. The profile of the white and Indian/Asian 

population groups showed an increase of about 5 years. Overall, the white population group had the highest 

median age, while the black African population group had the lowest median age, as expected. Interestingly, 

Census 2011 shows that Indians/Asians have transitioned to an 'old' population – a profile similar to that of the 

white population group. Between 1996 and 2001, the median age for the Indian/Asian population increased more 

than that of all other population groups, indicating a higher rate of ageing within the Indian/Asian population over 

this period. This can be attributed to declining fertility levels to below replacement level as well as increased life 

expectancy amongst Indians/Asians between 1996 and 2001 (Stats SA, 2010). By 2011, the Indian/Asian and 

white populations could be categorised as 'old', using Shryock's (1976) definition. 

3.3.1.3 Median age by province 

Provincial profiles shown in Table 3.1 indicate that the median age has increased in all provinces of South Africa 

over time. By 2011, all provinces reflect an intermediately aged population. Over the 15-year period, the 

provinces of the Eastern Cape and Limpopo transitioned from being categorised as provinces with 'young' 

populations to that of 'intermediately aged' populations. The results further show that Limpopo had the biggest 

increase in the median age (4 years), while Free State and Gauteng had an increase of just one year over the 

15-year period (Table 3.1). The rise in the median age between 2001 and 2011 within KwaZulu-Natal, Eastern 

Cape, Mpumalanga and Limpopo indicates a higher rate of ageing within these provinces relative to the other 

provinces. This may be related to the fact that within these provinces, mainly the elderly are left behind while the 

working adults seek employment in other provinces. 

3.3.1.4 Median age by population group and sex 

The results depicted in Figure 3.3 show median ages by population group and sex. In all population groups, 

median ages were highest for females compared to their male counterparts. Sex variations within population 

groups show that white females had the highest median age (40 years), followed by Indians/Asians (33 years). 
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The national median age by sex is close to that of the black African population, given the fact that the majority of 

the population in South Africa are black African. The higher median age within the white population group relative 

to that of the black African, coloured and Indian/Asian population groups for all census years, may be attributed 

to declining fertility and mortality within the white population, and to some extent international migration of adults. 

Figure 3.3: Median age by population group and sex, Census 2011 

 
'Other' population group (280 454) category for 2011 has been excluded 

3.3.1.5 Median age by province and sex 

Figure 3.4 indicates that, with the exception of Gauteng, median ages are higher for females than for males in all 

provinces. The largest difference in the median age between sexes exists in Limpopo, KwaZulu-Natal and 

Eastern Cape. The higher female median age may be attributed to higher life expectancy at older ages among 

women as well as migration patterns that result in fewer men at adult and older ages residing within these 

provinces  

Despite women having higher life expectancies than men, there is a negligible difference in the median age 

between men and women in the Gauteng and Western Cape provinces. This may be due to migration patterns 

that result in more men at adult and older ages residing within these provinces. A similar pattern is observed for 

North West and Mpumalanga provinces. The differences in the median age by sex within these provinces, points 

to migration patterns that have resulted in not only lower proportions of adults and older people, but specifically 

male adults and older people.  
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Figure 3.4: Median age by sex and province, Census 2011 

3.3.2 Old-age dependency ratios 

Dependency ratios provide summary measures of supposed 'dependents' to 'supporters' or 'unproductive' to 

'productive' groups. Old-age dependency is a single measure of the proportion of the elderly, non-working, 

pensionable population aged 65 and older relative to the working population aged 15–64 years of age (World 

Bank, 2012). Inherent in this measure is the assumption that those aged 15–64 are economically productive and 

that all individuals aged 65 and older are no longer economically productive. High unemployment rates in South 

Africa (exceeding 20% in 2011) indicate that a vast proportion of those aged 15–64 were in fact not economically 

productive (Stats SA, 2011). Also, those aged 65 and older may in fact be living independent lives, receiving 

income from employment, returns on investments and savings and from private and public pensions. Other 

measures of dependency based on employment status, recipient of grants, and measure of income may also 

provide indices of dependency within a population. However, despite its limitations, the old-age dependency ratio 

based on age is an indicator of current and future levels of economic and social support needed in a society. It 

highlights changes in the age composition of the population and provides comparability across regions.  
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Figure 3.5: Old-age dependency ratio by population group, censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011 

 
'Other' population group (280 454) category for 2011 has been excluded 

Between 1996 and 2011, there were 8 elderly persons aged 65 and older, for every 100 working-age adults aged 

15–64. This is far below the level of more developed countries that are estimated to have old-age dependency 

ratios of approximately 24 in 2010 (UN, 2013). For developed countries such as Japan, Italy, Sweden, Greece 

and Germany with old-age dependency ratios above 30, a growing old-age dependency ratio is a matter of 

concern as public expenditure in terms of health increases whilst the number of productive adults is declining. To 

address population ageing, policies related to fertility and migration have been implemented in some countries. 

However, the benefits of migration to the economy are dependent on both the skills and age structure of the 

migrants; even still, this will only slow the effects of high dependency ratios as migrants will eventually age as 

well (Henry, 2004; World Bank, 2012). According to the old-age dependency ratio, South Africa is a relatively 

young population, with sufficient working-age adults to provide support to the elderly in the country. The lack of 

change in the old-age dependency ratio between 1996 and 2011 indicates that no significant change in the 

overall age distribution among those aged 15 and older has occurred within the past 15 years.  

However, when determining the old-age dependency ratios by population group, the figure above immediately 

brings attention to the far higher dependency ratio within the white population, more than double that of the 

majority black African population for all census years. By 2011, for every 100 working-age white adults there 

were 21 elderly persons requiring support; however, within the black African population, there were only seven 

black African elderly persons requiring support for every 100 working-age adult black Africans. The higher old-

age dependency ratio amongst the white population provides an indication of the increased burden of care in 

terms of family and economic support experienced among the white adults. The figure also shows that between 

2001 and 2011, the old-age dependency ratio within the white population increased by 5 percentage points, 

indicating a higher rate of increase compared to all other population groups. 
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Crudely, the analysis of old-age dependency by population group provides an indication of the greater potential 

support required by a growing proportion of elderly whites relative to the adult working-age population. This 

measure, however, says nothing of the differing socio-economic vulnerability of elderly persons by population 

group. In South Africa, higher levels of deprivation and poverty are experienced among the black African elderly 

when compared to all other population groups (see Chapter 5). Thus, despite there being a higher proportion of 

elderly persons to working-age adults, the elderly white in South Africa are often in a better financial position to 

care for themselves than all other population groups. Also, the capacity for potential support indicated in the 

proportion of working-age adults, assumes there is equality across population groups, when in reality, the 

unemployment rate is highest amongst the black African population. Thus, ability of the working black African 

population to provide socially and economically for the elderly is constrained by the high levels of unemployment, 

low wage earnings, high risk jobs and lower life expectancies. In South Africa, the presence of skip-generation 

households, attributed to the high HIV/AIDS prevalence among black Africans as well as migration, creates a 

greater level of financial, social and physical vulnerability among the elderly, as they are burdened with providing 

physical care for those that are ill due to HIV, as well as caring for those orphaned due to HIV (Munthree and 

Maharaj, 2010; Madhavan and Schatz, 2007; Schatz and Ogunmefun, 2007). 

Among the black African and coloured population groups, the old-age dependency ratio has remained fairly low 

for all census years. However, in the last 10 years, between 2001 and 2011, the proportion of the elderly relative 

to working-age adults (15–64) has increased by 3 percentage points amongst the Indian/Asian population group, 

indicating a higher burden of family support and care for the elderly. 

Figure 3.6: Old-age dependency ratios by sex, censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011 

 

According to Figure 3.6, the old-age dependency ratio is higher among women than men for all census years, 

with an increase among women between 1996 and 2011 to 10 elderly women per 100 working-age women. The 

higher old-age dependency ratio among women relative to men points not only to the higher survival of women 

relative to men, but is also an indication of increased loss of women in the working age 15–64. Between 2001 
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and 2011, the resultant effect of HIV and AIDS was the higher number of deaths of women of reproductive age 

relative to men. 

Figure 3.7: Old-age dependency ratio by province, censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011 

 

The old-age dependency ratio as shown in the above figure does show relatively stable old-age dependency 

ratios across provinces and South Africa over the 15-year period from Census 1996 to Census 2011. Eastern 

Cape and Limpopo provinces had higher old-age dependency ratios between 1996 and 2011. Marginal 

increases in the old-age dependency can be noted in the Western Cape, North West and Gauteng between 2001 

and 2011.  

3.3.3 Ageing index 

The increase in the proportion of people at older ages can dramatically affect the social, economic and political 

structures at play within a country. The ageing index, which is the number of persons aged 65 and older per 

hundred persons aged 0–14, indicates the level of future family and economic support, in relation to the needs of 

the elderly persons (WHO, 2012). An increase in the ageing index indicates the need for a shift in policy that 

calls for more long-term care facilities as opposed to schools, but also the need for policy change to address the 

eventual gap that will arise from a declining workforce and a growing elderly age group. Countries with high 

ageing indices, such as France, Germany, Poland, and Sweden have had to institute policies and programmes 

to provide for the growing proportions of elderly persons through better social welfare systems, health systems 

and long-term care institutions (Grant et al., 2004, Kinsella & Velkoff, 2001).Countries seeking to address the 

unsustainable population age structures have adopted shifts in policies that are intended to increase fertility via 

child support grants, extended maternity leave, provision of benefits to working mothers, etc., as well as through 
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relaxed or pro-immigration policies that encourage the immigration of working-age people into the country (Grant 

et al., 2004). 

The socio-economic impact of ageing is greatly affected by the pace of ageing within a country, which can be 

determined by the change in the ageing index over time (Dlugosz, 2003).  

There has been a marginal increase in the ageing index in South Africa over time; however, the index is far 

below that of more developed countries. Figure 3.8 shows that between 2001 and 2011, there were 

approximately 18 elderly persons aged 65 and older per 100 children aged 0–14 years. This can be attributed to 

declining fertility and the increasing number and proportion of the elderly aged 65 and over.  

The ageing index by population group reveals the vastly different age structures between population groups, 

more specifically between the white population and other population groups. By 2011, the ageing index amongst 

the white population was 84, whilst the national average was 18. The ageing index for the Indian/Asian 

population group increased twofold (from 14 to 34) and that of white population group almost doubled (49 to 84). 

The increase in the ageing index is reflective of a higher rate of decline in fertility and an increase in survival for 

two population groups compared to other population groups. The white population exhibited an ageing index of a 

more developed country as early as 1996. Having a significantly higher proportion of elderly persons to children 

signifies the future burden of care as well as the decline in future family support within the white population 

group. Black African population group showed the lowest proportion of elderly persons relative to children (aging 

index) over the period 1996-2011. Results further show that there has been marginal increase in the ageing 

index for both black African and coloured population groups. 

Figure 3.8: Ageing index by population group, censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011 

 
'Other' population group (280 454) category for 2011 has been excluded 

The ageing index across all provinces as indicated in Figure 3.9 reflects that of a youthful population. Provinces 

with the highest ageing index include the Western Cape (23) and Eastern Cape (20), indicating that those 

provinces have higher proportions of elderly persons to children relative to all other provinces. KwaZulu-Natal 
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and Mpumalanga provinces have consistently recorded the lowest ageing index since 1996. Between 2001 and 

2011, there was an increase in the ageing index over all provinces in South Africa. 

Figure 3.9: Ageing index by province, censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011 

This chapter provided indicators on aging and differentials by sex, population group and provinces. The next 

chapter presents the results pertaining to demographic profiles of older persons over the period 1996–2011. 
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CHAPTER 4: DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE OF ELDERLY PERSONS 

4.1 Introduction 

As more people live longer, there is a need to plan economically and socially for an extended period of life of 

dependency of elderly persons. Ageing entails retirement, frailty and chronic illness in the face of reduced 

earning capacity for most, if not all, elderly persons. As the number of elderly persons increases, one of the 

consequences is that retirement pensions and other social benefits such as the old-age grant have to extend 

over a longer period of time. Social security systems in South Africa will need to change substantially to become 

sustainable (Creedy, 1998; Bravo, 1999). Understanding the demographic profile of the elderly and the change 

thereof is imperative for future planning for not only the elderly, but also to address the country's future 

responsibilities in relation to addressing the needs of this vulnerable population group. 

Table 4.1 shows the number of elderly people in South Africa by population group in the three censuses 

conducted after the inception of the democratic rule. Over the period, the number of people aged 60 and older 

has increased for all population groups. Although the largest number of older people in South Africa are black 

Africans for all census years (from 1,9 million in 1996 to 2,3 million in 2001 and 2,7 million in 2011), the largest 

growth is evident among the Indian/Asian population group, where between 1996 and 2011 the number of 

Indian/Asians has more than doubled. 

Table 4.1: Number of elderly persons aged 60 years and older by population group, censuses of 1996, 
2001 and 2011 

Population group  1996 2001 2011 

Black African  1 898 156 2 257 383 2 709 716 

Coloured 208 846 253 716 354 946 

Indian/Asian 66 103 87 400 144 141 

White 630 328 682 005 923 366 

Total 2 803 433 3 280 504 4 132 169 

'Other' population group (280 454) category for 2011 has been excluded 
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Figure 4.1: Proportion of elderly persons aged 60 years and older within each population group, 
censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011  

 
'Other' population group (280 454) category for 2011 has been excluded 

Figure 4.1 presents the proportion of elderly persons aged 60 years and older relative to those aged 59 and 

younger within each population group. This proportion reflects not only the percentage of those aged 60 years 

and older, but is also indicative of the proportion of the adult and child proportions within each population group. 

In 1996, the proportion of white older people relative to white adults and children (14,4%) was far higher than the 

proportion of elderly black Africans relative to black African adults and children (6,2%). Although the proportion of 

the elderly in all population groups has increased over time, there were noticeable differences in the growth of 

the elderly proportion within each population group. Between 1996 and 2011, the proportion of elderly persons 

increased for whites and Indians/Asians by 5,7 percentage points and 4,8 percentage points respectively. The 

proportion of elderly persons increased for coloureds and black Africans by 1,9 percentage points and 0,4 

percentage points respectively. 

The findings paint a picture of the differing patterns of ageing among population groups in South Africa. Whites 

and Indians/Asians are ageing faster relative to black Africans and coloureds. This can be attributed to the 

differing fertility and mortality patterns across population groups in South Africa (Statistics South Africa, 2010). 

Between 1996 and 2011, there has been a general decline in the total fertility rate among all population groups, 

more pronounced for the white and Indian/Asian population groups. In contrast the life expectancy among whites 

and Indians/Asians has increased more so than their black African and coloured counterparts.  

 

Black African Coloured Indian/Asian White South Africa
1996 6,2 5,8 6,4 14,4 7,1

2001 6,4 6,4 7,8 15,9 7,3

2011 6,6 7,7 11,2 20,1 8,0

0

5

10

15

20

25

%



S
ta

tis
tic

s 
S

ou
th

 A
fri

ca
 

 C
en

su
s 

20
11

: P
ro

fil
e 

of
 o

ld
er

 p
er

so
ns

 in
 S

ou
th

 A
fri

ca
, R

ep
or

t 0
3-

01
-6

0 

23

Ta
bl

e 
4.

2:
 N

um
be

r o
f e

ld
er

ly
 p

er
so

ns
 b

y 
fiv

e-
ye

ar
 a

ge
 g

ro
up

 a
nd

 s
ex

, c
en

su
se

s 
of

 1
99

6,
 2

00
1 

an
d 

20
11

 

Ta
bl

e 
4.

2 
sh

ow
s 

th
at

 th
e 

nu
m

be
r o

f e
ld

er
ly

 p
er

so
ns

 a
ge

d 
60

 y
ea

rs
 a

nd
 o

ld
er

 h
as

 in
cr

ea
se

d 
fro

m
 2

,8
 m

illi
on

 in
 1

99
6 

to
 4

,1
 m

illi
on

 in
 2

01
1.

 T
he

 n
um

be
r o

f f
em

al
es

 h
as

 o
ve

r 

tim
e 

re
m

ai
ne

d 
hi

gh
er

 th
an

 th
at

 o
f m

al
es

. 

  A
ge

 g
ro

up
 

C
en

su
s 

19
96

 
C

en
su

s 
20

01
 

C
en

su
s 

20
11

 

M
al

e 
Fe

m
al

e
To

ta
l

M
al

e 
Fe

m
al

e
To

ta
l

M
al

e 
Fe

m
al

e
To

ta
l 

60
–6

4 
35

2 
05

3 
53

8 
48

3 
89

0 
53

6 
44

4 
51

0 
62

0 
78

4 
1 

06
5 

29
4 

61
2 

36
4 

77
3 

40
4 

1 
38

5 
76

8 

65
–6

9 
30

4 
01

3 
45

4 
87

4 
75

8 
88

7 
30

4 
76

3 
48

3 
16

4 
78

7 
92

7 
40

1 
54

8 
55

6 
25

6 
95

7 
80

5 

70
–7

4 
19

5 
11

9 
28

7 
04

4 
48

2 
16

3 
23

2 
54

7 
39

8 
92

2 
63

1 
46

9 
29

3 
49

8 
45

4 
83

2 
74

8 
33

1 

75
–7

9 
14

1 
84

4 
23

5 
58

3 
37

7 
42

8 
13

6 
43

6 
23

1 
10

1 
36

7 
53

7 
16

5 
28

3 
31

5 
98

4 
48

1 
26

7 

80
–8

4 
62

 0
72

 
11

6 
83

1 
17

8 
90

2 
90

 8
35

 
18

0 
11

1 
27

0 
94

5 
10

0 
69

4 
22

2 
22

2 
32

2 
91

6 

85
+ 

43
 2

30
 

94
 0

54
 

13
7 

28
4 

45
 9

07
 

11
1 

42
5 

15
7 

33
3 

75
 5

43
 

18
0 

13
0 

25
5 

67
3 

To
ta

l 
1 

09
8 

33
2 

1 
72

6 
86

9 
2 

82
5 

20
1 

1 
25

4 
99

9 
2 

02
5 

50
6 

3 
28

0 
50

5 
1 

64
8 

93
0 

2 
50

2 
82

9 
4 

15
1 

75
9 



Statistics South Africa 

Census 2011: Profile of older persons in South Africa, Report 03-01-60 

24

Table 4.3: Percentage distribution of elderly persons aged 60 years and older by age and sex, censuses of 
1996, 2001 and 2011 

 

Age group 

Census 1996 Census 2001 Census 2011 

Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total

60–64 32,1 31, 2 31,5 35,4 30,6 32,5 37,1 30,9 33,4

65–69 27,7 26,3 26,9 24,3 23,9 24,0 24,4 22,2 23,1

70–74 17,8 16,6 17,1 18,5 19,7 19,2 17,8 18,2 18,0

75–79 12,9 13,6 13,4 10,9 11,4 11,2 10,0 12,6 11,6

80–84 5,7 6,8 6,3 7,2 8,9 8,3 6,1 8,9 7,8

85+ 3,9 5,4 4,9 3,7 5,5 4,8 4,6 7,2 6,2

Total 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0

Across all census years, i.e. 1996, 2001 and 2011, the age group 60–64 constituted the largest proportion of elderly 

persons, followed by age group 65–69, whilst the age group 85+ constituted the smallest proportion. In 1996 there was 

a higher proportion of males aged 60–74 than there were females in the same age bracket. However, by 2011, the 

proportion of females aged 70 years and older was higher than that of males, a pattern that points to female longevity.  

4.2 Projected number of the elderly by 2030 

The number of elderly persons in South Africa is envisaged to continue to grow. Hence, it is imperative that necessary 

proactive policies are formulated to cater for the needs of this growing number. Policies and programmes related to 

health and subsequently mortality and fertility will make a difference to future population trends. For the purpose of 

understanding ageing trends, a forecast for the age and sex structure of South Africa to 2030 was developed. The 

trends in the population structure are based on the age and sex distributions by population groups in the censuses of 

1996, 2001 and 2011. Population size and structure in-between the censuses were derived using intercensal 

population growth rates. The assumption is that this average growth rate will remain constant until 2030. Using this 

simple method of projecting the elderly population, the rate of fertility, mortality and migration have been held constant 

between 2011 and 2030. 
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Table 4.4: Projected number of elderly persons aged 60 years and older between 1996 and 2030 by population 
group  

Year 

Population group 

Black African Coloured Indian/Asian White Total 

N % N % N % N % N % 

1996 1 898 156 6,2 208 846 5,8 66 103 6,4 630 328 14,4 2 803 433 7,1 

1997 1 995 730 6,2 219 805 5,9 70 766 6,6 652 193 14,7 2 938 494 7,1 

1998 2 056 967 6,2 227 655 6,0 74 477 6,9 659 471 15,0 3 018 570 7,2 

1999 2 120 082 6,3 235 785 6,1 78 383 7,2 666 829 15,3 3 101 080 7,2 

2000 2 185 134 6,3 244 206 6,2 82 494 7,5 674 270 15,6 3 186 105 7,3 

2001 2 257 383 6,4 253 716 6,4 87 400 7,8 682 005 15,9 3 280 504 7,3 

2002 2 299 680 6,4 262 355 6,5 91 814 8,1 702 990 16,3 3 356 839 7,4 

2003 2 342 769 6,4 271 289 6,6 96 451 8,4 724 620 16,7 3 435 129 7,5 

2004 2 386 666 6,4 280 526 6,7 101 322 8,7 746 917 17,1 3 515 431 7,5 

2005 2 431 385 6,5 290 078 6,8 106 440 9,0 769 899 17,5 3 597 802 7,6 

2006 2 476 942 6,5 299 956 7,0 111 815 9,3 793 588 17,9 3 682 301 7,7 

2007 2 523 353 6,5 310 169 7,1 117 463 9,7 818 006 18,3 3 768 991 7,7 

2008 2 570 633 6,5 320 731 7,2 123 395 10,0 843 176 18,7 3 857 935 7,8 

2009 2 618 799 6,6 331 652 7,4 129 627 10,3 869 120 19,2 3 949 198 7,9 

2010 2 667 868 6,6 342 945 7,5 136 174 10,7 895 862 19,6 4 042 849 7,9 

2011 2 722 572 6,6 356 639 7,7 144 827 11,2 927 721 20,1 4 151 759 8,0 

2012 2 789 848 6,6 369 079 7,8 152 282 11,6 947 170 20,5 4 258 379 8,1 

2013 2 858 786 6,7 381 953 8,0 160 121 12,0 967 026 21,0 4 367 887 8,2 

2014 2 929 428 6,7 395 276 8,1 168 364 12,5 987 299 21,4 4 480 367 8,2 

2015 3 001 815 6,7 409 064 8,2 177 030 12,9 1 007 997 21,8 4 595 906 8,3 

2016 3 075 991 6,8 423 333 8,4 186 143 13,4 1 029 129 22,3 4 714 596 8,4 

2017 3 152 000 6,8 438 099 8,5 195 725 13,9 1 050 703 22,7 4 836 528 8,4 

2018 3 229 887 6,8 453 381 8,7 205 800 14,4 1 072 730 23,2 4 961 799 8,5 

2019 3 309 699 6,9 469 196 8,8 216 394 14,9 1 095 219 23,6 5 090 508 8,6 

2020 3 391 483 6,9 485 562 9,0 227 533 15,4 1 118 179 24,1 5 222 758 8,6 

2021 3 475 288 6,9 502 499 9,1 239 246 15,9 1 141 621 24,6 5 358 654 8,7 

2022 3 561 164 7,0 520 027 9,3 251 561 16,5 1 165 554 25,0 5 498 306 8,8 

2023 3 649 161 7,0 538 167 9,4 264 511 17,0 1 189 989 25,5 5 641 827 8,8 

2024 3 739 334 7,0 556 939 9,6 278 127 17,6 1 214 936 26,0 5 789 334 8,9 

2025 3 831 734 7,1 576 366 9,8 292 444 18,2 1 240 405 26,5 5 940 949 9,0 

2026 3 926 418 7,1 596 470 9,9 307 498 18,8 1 266 409 27,0 6 096 795 9,1 

2027 4 023 441 7,2 617 276 10,1 323 326 19,5 1 292 958 27,5 6 257 002 9,1 

2028 4 122 862 7,2 638 808 10,3 339 970 20,1 1 320 064 28,0 6 421 703 9,2 

2029 4 224 739 7,2 661 090 10,4 357 470 20,8 1 347 738 28,6 6 591 038 9,3 

2030 4 329 134 7,3 684 150 10,6 375 871 21,5 1 375 992 29,1 6 765 148 9,3 

Note : -  Cases of elderly persons reported as “Other population group” were prolated  

Source: - Numbers projected based on Intercensal growth rates between Censuses 1996  - 2001 and 2001- 2011  

Table 4.3 shows that the projected number of black African elderly will be the highest between 1996 and 2030 

compared to other population groups. This is an outcome of trends in fertility and mortality experienced in the past as 

highlighted earlier in Chapter 1. The projected number of elderly whites, though far lower than that of black Africans, is 

significantly higher than that of the coloureds and Indians/Asians. Despite South Africa having a higher number of 

elderly black African persons, the proportion of the black population aged 60 and older is far lower than that of the 
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white, coloured and Indian/Asian population groups. By 2030, the white population group will have a higher percentage 

of elderly aged 60 and older (29%). Declining fertility rates among the Indian/Asian, coloured and white population 

groups, evident between 1996 and 2011, coupled with increasing life expectancies among these population groups 

within this period, will lead to a larger proportion of elderly within these population groups (Sibanda & Zuberi, 2005; 

Udjo, 2005; Stats SA, 2010; Stats SA, 2013). 

4.3 Sex patterns 

Sex ratio is a key measure of sex composition as it provides the number of males for every 100 females. A ratio above 

100 shows the predominance of males over females (Weeks, 2008). Globally, the sex ratio at birth is approximately 

107 males per 100 females (World Bank, 2011). With an increase in age, there is often a change in sex ratios. Age-

specific sex ratios indicate patterns of mortality of males relative to females at specific ages. Mortality due to maternal 

deaths, conditions of work, prevalence and progression of diseases may result in higher rates of male or female 

mortality at specific ages, thereby influencing age-specific sex ratios. However, at ages 60 and older, sex ratios favour 

women in most countries due to longevity of women. At a global level, the decline in the sex ratio amongst the elderly 

is due to male mortality exceeding female mortality at older ages.  

4.3.1 Sex ratios by age 

In South Africa, census data suggest that among elderly persons aged 60 and older, the population is predominantly 

female (Figure 4.2). In 1996, there were 64 elderly men per 100 elderly women. By 2001, there was a marginal decline 

(62 elderly men per 100 elderly women). By 2011, there was an increase in the overall sex ratio (66 men per 100 

women). This suggests a slight improvement in the health of elderly men in South Africa.  

Figure 4.2 also shows that there was a decline in the excess of females among those aged 60–64 and 65–69 over the 

fifteen-year period. The results are indicative of increased survival of males to ages 60–69. However, among those 

aged 70 and older, there is an increase in the excess of females. The sex ratio declined significantly amongst those 

aged 75–79 and 80–84 over time, and even more so by 2011. The decline in the sex ratio reflects the continued 

feminisation of ageing that is experienced among the oldest of the old, with low sex ratios among those aged 85 and 

older in all census years and lowest by 2011. Despite international and national efforts to narrow the gender gap, sex 

ratios at older ages point to the disparities in life expectancies among older men and women in South Africa. Among 

elderly persons aged 85 years and older, the sex ratio declined from 46 in 1996 to 41 in 2001, and then slightly 

increased to 42 by 2011.  
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Figure 4.2: Sex ratios among the elderly by age group, censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011 

 

4.3.2 Sex ratios by population group 

Figure 4.3: Sex ratios among the elderly by population group, censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011 

 
'Other' population group (280 454) category for 2011 has been excluded 

Figure 4.3 presents sex ratios of the elderly by population group over the period 1996–2011. The results show that 

generally, there were more elderly females than elderly males in all population groups. The increase in the sex ratio 

from 74 in 1996 to 81 in 2011 for the white population group may be attributed to higher life expectancy amongst white 

men, relative to elderly coloured, Indian/Asian and black African men.  
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Figure 4.4: Age-specific sex ratios among the elderly by population group, Census 2011 

 
'Other' population group (280 454) category for 2011 has been excluded 

Figure 4.4 shows the sex ratio among the elderly by age category. At younger ages (60–64, 65–69) the white elderly 

population group has the highest sex ratios, with as many as 89 white elderly men aged 65–69 for every 100 elderly 

females of the same age. Black Africans have the lowest sex ratios when compared to all population groups at all age 

intervals. This may be attributed to differing patterns of mortality among men and women, within and across population 

groups. Among the white population, the sex ratio remained relatively stable among the elderly aged 60–69 years of 

age. However, by age 70 and older, sex ratios within the white population group declined significantly with age, such 

that by age 85 and older, the sex ratio for whites declined to levels of that of the coloured population. Amongst the 

Indian/Asian oldest of the old (85 and older), there were 57 elderly men for every 100 elderly women of the same age, 

far higher than that of all other population groups, including whites. Such a pattern is reflective of marginal change in 

mortality between the two sexes among Indians/Asians after 80 years of age. The Indian/Asian sex ratio among the 

elderly aged 85 and older is well above the national sex ratio, indicating the high proportion of the elderly men aged 85 

and older within the Indian/Asian population.  

4.3.3 Sex ratios by province 

Figure 4.5 shows the sex ratio among elderly persons aged 60 years and older by province for the three censuses. 

The Western Cape, Gauteng and North West provinces show the highest sex ratios among the elderly in 1996, 2001 

and 2011. The provinces with the lowest sex ratios between 1996 and 2011 were Limpopo, Eastern Cape and 

KwaZulu-Natal. These provinces have been and continue to be provinces of either migration destination or departure, 

affecting the age structure. For example, higher sex ratios in Gauteng and Western Cape may be attributed to the 

documented migration of men in search of employment in mainly male-selective sectors such as mining, construction 

and manufacturing, which are prevalent within these provinces. In contrast, high levels of past out-migration of adult 
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males from Limpopo, KwaZulu-Natal and Eastern Cape to other provinces have resulted in lower sex ratios among the 

elderly. With the exception of the Northern Cape, Free State and Mpumalanga, sex ratios improved between 1996 and 

2011. The increase in the sex ratio for North West province, popularly known as the 'platinum' province and dominated 

by mining as the major economic activity, may be attributed to in-migration of males to work in the mines (Strokes & 

Preston, 2012). 

Figure 4.5: Sex ratios among the elderly by province, censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011 

 

The differing sex ratios by province point to past age-specific patterns of mortality and migration that result in fewer 

men at age 60 and older residing in specific provinces (Strokes & Preston, 2012). The role of out-migration at prime 

years from previous underdeveloped homelands cannot be underestimated in determining the provincial variations in 

sex ratios we see in Figure 4.5. It is likely that provinces with low sex ratios were highly involved in the migrant labour 

system that tended to be male-selective. Because former homelands continue to be underdeveloped, retired migrant 

workers probably choose not to return home, thus contributing to the high sex ratios we see in destination provinces. 

4.4 Distribution of elderly persons by province 

Determining the percentage of the population aged 60 and older within each province provides an indication of the 

extent to which individual provinces are ageing over time. The distribution of the elderly by province has a number of 

implications on resources and funds available within each province in meeting the needs of the elderly. Identifying the 

proportions of the elderly within each province assists in making the necessary health, education, poverty, and housing 

services available to elderly persons and is therefore particularly important for provincial planning. 
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Table 4.5: Number of elderly persons aged 60 years and older by province, censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011 

Province 1996 2001 2011 

Western Cape 301 942 352 984 520 784 

Eastern Cape 519 158 578 553 638 224 

Northern Cape 73 824 80 182 98 391 

Free State 178 432 197 785 228 789 

KwaZulu-Natal 567 162 664 998 779 377 

North West 187 944 225 269 292 393 

Gauteng  482 491 577 506 842 281 

Mpumalanga 182 742 212 101 284 156 

Limpopo 331 506 391 128 467 363 

South Africa 2 825 201 3 280 505 4 151 759 

The results in Table 4.5 show that the highest number of elderly persons between 1996 and 2011 were found in 

KwaZulu-Natal, Gauteng and the Eastern Cape. KwaZulu-Natal had the highest number of elderly persons in South 

Africa in 1996 and 2001 (567 162 and 664 998 respectively). However, by 2011, Gauteng had the highest number 

(842 281). The increase in the number of elderly persons in Gauteng is driven mainly by the ageing of those aged 50–

59 years over the 10-year period 2001–2011. Provincial profiling of elderly persons allows us to identify spatial 

concentrations of the elderly and plan accordingly to cater for their needs. 
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Figure 4.6: Proportion of elderly persons aged 60 years and older by province, censuses of 1996, 2001 
and 2011 

 

Figure 4.6 depicts the proportion of the population aged 60 years and older relative to those aged zero to 59 

years within each province for the three censuses. Generally, the proportions of elderly persons in South Africa 

and within each province show an upward trend, indicating a shift in age distribution within all provinces towards 

older ages. 

In Census 2011, the highest proportion of elderly persons relative to the younger population was recorded in 

Eastern Cape (9,7%), followed by Western Cape (8,9%) and Limpopo (8,7%). The results further show that three 

provinces, i.e. KwaZulu-Natal, Mpumalanga and Gauteng, recorded proportions of elderly persons lower than 

that of the national figure (8,0%). 
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Figure 4.7 depicts the proportion of elderly persons by age category and gender within provinces in South Africa 

in 2011. The province of Gauteng has the highest proportion of elderly men (64,9%) and women (57,5%) aged 

60–69. The Eastern Cape has the highest proportion of elderly men and women aged 70–79. Compared to all 

other provinces, Limpopo has the highest proportion of men and women aged 80 and older. 

The general pattern in Figure 4.7 shows dominance of males in the age category 60–69 across all provinces. 

Conversely, as the elderly progress into older ages (70 years upwards), females dominate within these ages. 

This may be attributed to the function of differing mortality between men and women, resulting in fewer elderly 

men at older ages compared to females.  

Figure 4.8: Percentage distribution of elderly persons aged 60 years and older by province and 
population group, Census 2011 

 
'Other' population group (280 454) category for 2011 has been excluded 

Figure 4.8 presents the distribution of the elderly across populations within each province. Overall, the highest 

proportion of elderly people in South Africa are black African (65,6%). This holds true in all provinces in South 

Africa, with the exclusion of the Western Cape, where the highest proportion of the elderly in the province are 

coloured (43, 6%). The white elderly form the second highest proportion of elderly persons in the Western Cape 

(41,7%), and it is here that the majority of white elderly persons can be found in South Africa relative to all other 

provinces. Although the higher proportion of elderly persons in the Free State are black African (75,3%), a fairly 

significant proportion are whites (22,1%). Similarly, in Gauteng the majority of the elderly population are black 

African (52,1%). However, relative to other provinces, the second highest proportion of elderly whites (40,9%) 
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can be found in this province. In KwaZulu-Natal, the majority of the elderly are black Africans (71,7%). However, 

the largest proportion of elderly Indian/Asians (12,6%) within a province can be found in KwaZulu-Natal when 

compared to all other provinces. The elderly persons in the Northern Cape are primarily black African (43,0%) 

and coloured (38,8%). 

4.5 Nuptial patterns among the elderly 

Marital status is an indication of living arrangements, social support and companionship. A change in marital 

status during old age is known to have a number of socio-economic effects on the elderly. Literature has shown 

that married people, particularly men, enjoy healthier and longer lives than their unmarried counterparts (Kinsella, 

2007; Weeks, 2008:193).  

Figure 4.9: Percentage distribution of elderly persons aged 60 years and older by marital status, 
censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011 

 

Figure 4.9 shows the proportion of elderly persons who were married, never married, living together like married 

partners, widowed and divorced or separated over the period 1996–2011. The proportion of married elderly 

persons remained the highest in all census years; however, marriage as a form of union among the elderly has 

declined since 1996. The results show an upward trend in the proportion of elderly persons that live together like 

married partners (cohabiting), and who were divorced or never married. The proportion of elderly persons 

choosing to live together has doubled between 1996 and 2011. Between 1996 and 2001, the proportion of 

elderly persons who were widowed increased from about 29% to 34%, and dropped to 27% in 2011. The 

increase in widowhood in 2001 may be attributed to increased mortality due to HIV and AIDS between 1996 and 

2001. There have been relatively few elderly persons with failed marriages (separated and divorced) over the 

census periods although there seems to be an upward trend.   
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Figure 4.10: Percentage distribution of elderly persons by age and marital status, Census 2011 

 

The figure above shows that although being married is the most common form of union among the elderly, the 

proportion of married persons decreases with age; from 57% amongst those aged 60–69 to about 34% among 

those aged 80 and over. In contrast, the proportion widowed increased from 19% amongst those aged 60–69 to 

48% among those aged 80 and older. Marriage and widowhood are inversely related. A consequence of ageing 

is frailty and ultimately death. As the elderly progress into older ages, they are likely to experience loss of a 

partner, thus higher proportions of widowhood and lower proportions of married and living together are found 

among the oldest of the old.  
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4.5.1 Marital status by province 

Figure 4.11: Percentage distribution of elderly persons aged 60 years and older by marital status and 
province, Census 2011 

 

The provincial variations show that Western Cape recorded the highest proportion of married elderly persons 

(55,6%), followed by KwaZulu-Natal (53,5%) and Gauteng (53,2%) provinces. Northern Cape had the lowest 

proportions of married elderly persons. The highest proportions of elderly persons cohabiting were found in 

Mpumalanga (7,3%), followed by North West (5,2%) and Northern Cape (5,1%) provinces. The results also show 

that elderly persons that reported having never been married were more prevalent in Mpumalanga (17,2%) and 

North West (17,0%) provinces. The profile of the widowed elderly shows that Limpopo (33,2%) had the highest 

proportion, followed by Free State (33,0%) and Eastern Cape (31,4%), while KwaZulu-Natal (23,6%) had the 

lowest proportion. The profile of divorced/separated elderly persons showed Gauteng province having the 

highest proportion (6,8%), followed by Western Cape (6,0%), while KwaZulu-Natal had the lowest proportion 

(2,4%). 
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4.5.2 Marital status of elderly persons by sex 

Figure 4.12 shows sex variations in marital status in the three censuses. Over the period, nuptial patterns 

between men and women remained unchanged, with marriage almost universal. About seven in ten elderly men 

were married over the period 1996–2011. The differing nuptial patterns between elderly men and elderly women 

could be attributed to a number of factors, inclusive of a higher rate of remarriage among elderly men, higher 

survivorship of elderly women in older ages, as well as partner differences in age at marriage between men and 

women (Lam et al., 2004). According to Figure 4.12, there has been a steep increase in the proportion of elderly 

men cohabiting between 1996 and 2011. The profile of elderly women shows lower marriage levels than their 

male counterparts over time. The proportion of elderly married women decreased over the fifteen-year period 

from 46,1% in 1996 to 38,3% in 2011, whilst the proportion of those who never married among elderly women 

almost doubled over the period 1996 to 2011 (9,5% vs. 16,1%).  

Figure 4.12: Percentage distribution of elderly persons aged 60 years and older by marital status and 
sex, censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011  

 

  

Male_1996 Female_1996 Male_2001 Female_2001 Male_2011 Female_2011

Divorced/separated 3,0 3,3 3,5 3,8 3,7 4,7

Widowed 10,8 40,0 12,0 48,0 10,4 38,4

Living together 3,0 1,2 4,6 1,8 6,4 2,5

Married 74,9 46,1 72,1 36,1 69,5 38,3

Never married 8,5 9,5 7,8 10,3 9,9 16,1
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Figure 4.13 depicts the distribution of elderly men and women by 5-year age groups and marital status. The 

results show that the proportions of elderly persons who were married declined significantly with age and more 

so for women. At age 60–65, more than two-thirds (70,4 %) of men and nearly half of women (46,9%) were 

married, but by age 85 and older, 53,2% men were married when compared to 21,0% of women. This is in direct 

contrast to the proportions of the widowed elderly. The proportions of the widowed elderly increase significantly 

with age, particularly amongst women. Among the younger elderly (aged 60–64), higher proportions of women 

were found to have never been married when compared to men (18,8% and 11,1% respectively). However, 

whilst the proportion of elderly women who have never married decreased significantly with age, the proportion of 

elderly men who have never married remains relatively stable between ages 70 to 85, and increased to the level 

of elderly women by age 85+. 

The profile of the elderly cohabiting (living together like married partners) shows that it is more prevalent among 

younger elderly men (60–64), compared to women of the same age group (8,0% and 3,7% respectively). By age 

85 and older, as few as 4,6% men and 1,5% women were living with someone.  

4.5.3 Marital status of elderly persons by population group 

Marital status across population groups differs significantly. Marriage is influenced by socio-economic, 

educational and cultural factors (Arval, 1991; Beard et al., 2011). Across all population groups, the majority of 

elderly persons aged 60 and older were married. The highest proportions of elderly persons who were married 

were found within the white population in 1996 and remained so in 2011. Whilst the proportion of the elderly who 

are married has increased amongst the white and Indian/ Asian population groups between 1996 and 2011, it 

decreased among the black African population and remained stable within the coloured population. Between 

1996 and 2011, a higher proportion of elderly persons have never married or were living with someone, across 

all population groups. Similarly, there has been an increase in the proportion of elderly persons being divorced or 

separated across all population groups between 1996 and 2011; however, the percentage of divorced or 

separated elderly persons has been the highest within the white population group across all censuses.  

The proportion of elderly persons that are widowed has decreased for the coloured, Indian/Asian and white 

population groups between 1996 and 2011. Between 1996, 2001 and 2011, there were fluctuations in the level of 

widowhood within the black African population, with an increase in widowhood between 1996 (27,6%) and 2001 

(35,7%) and a decrease in 2011 (28,4%). 
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CHAPTER 5: SOCIO-ECONOMIC PROFILE OF ELDERLY PERSONS 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter focuses on the educational, employment and disability profiles of elderly persons between 1996 and 

2011. To better understand the levels of education, employment and disability among the elderly, these 

characteristics are further analysed by gender, population group and residence. This analysis hopes to indicate 

improvement, or the lack thereof, particularly across gender, population group and residence, in the educational, 

employment and disability status of the elderly over time. Given the impact of education and employment on the 

socio-economic status of individuals, it is imperative to determine progress in the levels of education and 

employment; if we are to improve the socio-economic status of all elderly persons in South Africa. 

5.2 Education 

Educational attainment is considered a major determinant of people's socio-economic status. However, there is a 

dialectical relationship between educational attainment and the social and economic circumstances in which 

individuals find themselves. People with higher socio-economic status are likely to afford to acquire higher levels 

of education. And subsequently those with higher levels of education are able to influence the socio-economic 

status of the next generation (Taylor & Yu, 2009; Polidano et al., 2013). It is thus not surprising that the variation 

in the level of education among the elderly influences their economic status and hence their well-being.  

The prevalence of poverty among the elderly has been linked to low levels of literacy (HelpAge International, 

1999; Makiwane et al., 2007). Given the injustices and discriminatory laws propagated by the apartheid 

government that led to unequal access to education, services and income, it is inevitable that the majority of 

current elderly persons in South Africa were allowed limited opportunities of obtaining formal education during 

their younger years. Lack of skills and education during their productive years has had consequences on the 

current socio-economic status of many elderly people.  

Given the low levels of formal employment and wage dispensed due to race as well as the lower educational 

opportunities afforded to the non-white communities, many elderly persons in South Africa were unable to create 

an affordable retirement funding plan. Consequently, the lower level of education and socio-economic status in 

turn has negative implications on the health and social well-being of elderly persons (Ramashala, 2002; 

Makiwane et al., 2007). It is therefore very important to create a profile of the educational attainment of the 

elderly in South Africa over time. This not only provides an indication of the level of improvement in education 

and literacy or the lack thereof over time, but also highlights the subsequent need for further initiatives and 

programmes to ensure improved literacy and education for the elderly.  

Table 5.1 shows the number and percentage distribution of elderly persons by level of educational attainment in 

South Africa over time. The number has increased by 46% from 2,8 million in 1996 to 4,1 million in 2011 as 



Statistics South Africa 

Census 2011: Profile of older persons in South Africa, Report 03-01-60 

42

highlighted earlier (see Table 4.1). The proportion of elderly persons with no schooling decreased from 47% in 

1996 to 28% in 2011. As the no schooling proportions decreased, the proportion with primary level education 

increased from 20% in 1996 to 28% in 2011; similarly, the proportion that has attained secondary-level education 

increased by 7 percentage points between 1996 and 2011. The proportion of the elderly with a higher education 

increased by 0,8 percentage points in the 5-year period between 1996 and 2001, and by 3,1 percentage points in 

the ten-year period 2001 to 2011.  

Figure 5.1 shows the percentage distribution of elderly persons by level of educational attainment by five-year 

age groups over time. Over time, as younger cohorts replaced older less educated cohorts, the level of 

educational attainment increased among the elderly in South Africa. Between 2001 and 2011, the proportion with 

a higher education increased from 6% to 9,7% for the 60–64 age group, from 5,2% to 9,4% for the 65–69 age 

group, and from 4,7% to 7,9% among those aged 70–74. Between 2001 and 2011, there is a lack of significant 

improvement in the level of educational attainment among the older cohorts, aged 80 and older. Educational 

attainment among older cohorts in 2001 and 2011 are reflective of the legacy of past injustices of the educational 

system that marginalised many elderly people. 

Table 5.1: Number and percentage distribution of elderly persons aged 60 years and older by level of 
educational attainment, censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011 

 
Level of educational attainment 

Number Percentage 

1996 2001 2011 1996 2001 2011 

No schooling 1 254 846 1 408 535 1 130 183 46,8 42,9 28,0 

Primary 544 771 764 575 1 138 075 20,3 23,3 28,2 

Secondary 760 926 934 867 1 426 457 28,4 28,5 35,4 

Higher 119 339 172 528 339 532 4,5 5.3 8,4 

Total  2 679 882 3 280 505 4 034 247 100,0 100,0 100,0 

Figures for 1996 exclude unspecified cases 
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5.2.1 Level of education by population group 

The past legacy of apartheid in South Africa created huge disparities in major socio-economic aspects, and in the level 

of education in particular. Between 1996 and 2011, the number of elderly persons with primary, secondary and higher 

education increased for all population groups (Table 5.2). However, the number of black Africans with 'no schooling' 

increased between 1996 and 2001, from 1 160 725 to 1 315 633, and thereafter declined to 1 057810 by 2011. A similar 

pattern was noted among the Indian/ Asian and white population groups. Among the coloured population, however, 

there was a consistent decline in the number of elderly persons with 'no schooling'. 

Black Africans had the highest proportion of elderly persons with no schooling over all the census years (Figure 5.2). 

The proportions of elderly white persons who had achieved secondary and higher educational attainment were 

consistently higher than those depicted for all the other population groups. In 1996, the proportion of elderly whites with 

a higher education was 16,5%, which is far higher than that of black Africans (1,0%), Coloureds (2,2%) and Indian/ 

Asians (3,4%). Between 2001 and 2011, the proportion of whites with higher levels of education increased from 19,7% 

to 28,4%. The increase in educational attainment across population groups can be partly attributed to the cohort effect 

(new entrants into old age) and increased access to adult-based education.  
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5.2.2 Level of education by sex 

Despite the improvement in the level of educational attainment among elderly men and women over time, Figure 

5.3 depicts a noticeable gender disparity in education between 1996 and 2011, with a higher proportion of elderly 

men having achieved secondary and higher levels of educational attainment when compared to elderly women. By 

2011, 11,4% of elderly men had achieved higher levels of educational attainment compared to 6,4% of elderly 

women. Women, on the other hand, recorded the highest proportions with no schooling over the census years 

compared to those depicted for men. 

Figure 5.3: Percentage distribution of elderly persons aged 60 years and older by level of educational 
attainment and sex, censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011 

 

 

 

 

No schooling Primary Secondary Higher

1996 Male 42,9 20,1 30,6 6,4

1996 Female 49,3 20,4 27,0 3,2

2001 Male 37,9 23,5 31,4 7,2

2001 Female 46,1 23,2 26,7 4,0

2011 Male 23,6 27,4 37,7 11,4

2011 Female 31,0 28,8 33,8 6,4
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Figure 5.4 shows the number of elderly persons with 'no schooling' by province. Over time the number of elderly 

persons in South Africa with no schooling has fluctuated, increasing between 1996 and 2001, and thereafter 

decreasing between 2001 and 2011. A similar trend was noted in all provinces, with the exception of Northern 

Cape, which showed a consistent decrease in the number of elderly persons with no schooling (from 31 537 in 

1996 to 30 263 in 2001 to 26 469 in 2011). As the most populous province in 1996, KwaZulu-Natal had the highest 

number of elderly persons with no schooling (278 255). However, by 2011, Limpopo had the highest number of 

elderly persons with no schooling (268 749).  

Figure 5.5 provides the percentage of elderly persons with no schooling within each province. Although KwaZulu-

Natal had the highest number with no schooling, the Limpopo province consistently had the highest percentage of 

elderly persons with no schooling over the years. The Western Cape province has had the lowest percentage of 

elderly with no schooling since 1996. There was a decline in the percentage of elderly with no schooling among all 

provinces between 1996 and 2001, more so between 2001 and 2011. The percentage of elderly persons with no 

schooling between 2001 and 2011 declined by 20 percentage points in Free State, 19 percentage points in Eastern 

Cape, 20 percentage points in KwaZulu-Natal, 23 percentage points in Mpumalanga, and 22 percentage points in 

Limpopo province. Gauteng province had the second lowest percentage of elderly persons with no schooling, and 

between 2001 and 2011 there has been a significant decrease in the percentage of elderly persons with no 

schooling (from 21% to 11% in the ten-year period). The pace of increased educational attainment among elderly 

persons residing within Gauteng province may be attributed to the high levels of in-migration of people searching 

for economic opportunities over the last ten years. 

Figure 5.5: Percentage of elderly persons aged 60 years and older with 'No Schooling' within each 
province, censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011 

 

  

WC EC NC FS KZN NW GP MP LP SA

1996 14,8 49,2 44,2 43,6 51,8 52,1 24,1 72,4 79,7 46,8

2001 11,8 48,8 37,7 40,2 48,0 44,8 21,3 67,4 73,8 43,0

2011 7,5 29,9 27,6 23,2 32,1 31,3 10,8 49,1 58,2 28,0
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5.3 Functional literacy 

To better understand the impact of having no schooling on the ability of elderly persons to better access services, 

goods and other opportunities, questions related to the performance of basic literacy functions were asked. The 

literacy indicators selected for analysis were 1) the ability to write his or her name, 2) the ability to read a 

newspaper/ magazine or book in any language, 3) the ability to fill in a form such as that of a social grant for 

example, and finally, 4) the ability to calculate the amount of change that one must receive when purchasing an 

item. Table 5.3 below provides insights into the above dimension. The majority of elderly persons with no schooling 

were unable to perform all four literacy functions; however, reading a newspaper (17,6%) and filling in a form (19%) 

were the literacy activities that proved the most difficult as more than half of all elderly persons with no schooling 

were unable to perform these activities. 

Table 5.3: Number and percentage distribution of elderly persons aged 60 years and older with 'No 
Schooling' by level of literacy and sex, Census 2011 

 

Level of ability  

Write your name Read a newspaper/ magazine or book Fill in a form Calculate change 

N % N % N % N % 

No difficulty 272 709 28,5 153 294 16,2 86 154 9,2 209 842 22,0 

Some difficulty 116 780 12,2 148 662 15,7 135 988 14,5 156 509 16,4 

A lot of difficulty 137 277 14,3 167 213 17,6 178 046 19,0 154 084 16,2 

Unable to do 430 642 45,0 479 312 50,5 534 559 57,2 431 431 45,3 

'Do not know' and 'Unspecified' cases have been excluded from the analysis 

 

Figure 5.6: Percentage of elderly persons aged 60 years and older with 'No Schooling' who are unable to 
read, write, fill in a form and calculate change by age, Census 2011  

 
'Do not know' and 'Unspecified' cases have been excluded from the analysis 
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According to Figure 5.6, the inability to read, write one's own name, fill in a form or calculate change increases with 

age, such that those aged 85 and older have the highest levels of illiteracy. This may be an indication of the 

unequal education system that existed in South Africa, resulting in the majority of South Africans having limited 

access and opportunities to improve their literacy abilities to write, read, communicate effectively and perform basic 

calculations needed in everyday life. The figure does, however, show that among younger age cohorts, there has 

been a decline in the percentage of elder persons with no schooling who are unable to perform these literacy 

functions. Among those aged 60–64 with no schooling, approximately 38% were unable to write their name 

compared to 57% of those aged 85 and older. This may be an indication of an improvement in a number of areas, 

for example, access and exposure to information, a changing environment of learning in South Africa, as well as 

more formal activities such as access to Adult Basic Education programmes.  
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5.3.1 Functional literacy by sex 

Figure 5.7: Percentage of elderly persons aged 60 years and older with 'No Schooling' who are unable to 
read, write, fill in a form and calculate change by gender, Census 2011 

 

'Do not know' and 'Unspecified' cases have been excluded from the analysis 

Figure 5.7 gives the proportion of elderly persons with no schooling who were unable to perform specific literacy 

functions by sex. For all literacy indicators it was found that a higher proportion of women with no schooling were 

unable to write their name, read a newspaper in their language, fill in a form and calculate change when compared 

to elderly men with no schooling. The greatest gender disparity is found in the ability to write your name, such that 

among elderly women with no schooling, 49% were unable to write their name compared to 38% of elderly men. 
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5.3.2 Functional literacy by population group 

Figure 5.8: Percentage of elderly persons aged 60 years and older with 'No Schooling' who are unable to 
read, write, fill in a form and calculate change by population group: Census 2011 

 
'Do not know' and 'Unspecified' cases have been excluded from the analysis 

Figure 5.8 depicts the percentage of elderly persons with no schooling that are unable to read, write their own 

name, fill in a form or calculate change within each population group. Although the highest number of elderly 

persons with no schooling, unable to read, write their own name, fill in a form and calculate change are black 

Africans (Appendix 3), the highest percentage of illiteracy among elderly persons was found within the coloured 

population. The lowest levels of illiteracy were found within the white population. These findings confirm the idea 

that outside of the unjust educational system that marginalised non-whites, the broader social, economic and 

political systems influenced the level of literacy, i.e. the ability to write, read, fill in a form and calculate change. 

Despite the lack of schooling, many elderly whites were able to attain basic literacy skills.  

5.3.3 Functional literacy by province 

According to Figure 5.9, the Northern Cape, Eastern Cape and Western Cape had the highest percentages of 

elderly persons that reported they were unable to write their name, read, fill in a form or calculate change. Those 

residing in Gauteng province reported the lowest levels of illiteracy compared to all other provinces.  
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5.4 Labour force participation among the elderly 

South Africa's statutory retirement age for men has been 65, while that of women has been 60 years. The 

difference in retirement age automatically translated into higher employment levels for men compared to females 

beyond the age of 60 years, other factors being equal. However, since 2010, the South African Social Security 

System allowed men to access pension benefits at the age of 60 years, similar to that of women (Stats SA, 2012). 

In most societies, retirement from active employment marks the onset of 'dependence' on the state and significant 

others to provide for the needs of the elderly. Such transition has implications on the immediate elderly person, the 

family, the community and the state, as they provide for the elderly' social, health and financial needs.  

Beyond the prescribed retirement age, many South African elderly persons are confronted with the decision to 

remain economically active by participating in informal employment until oldest ages, particularly those that did not 

accumulate enough savings during their productive years. Given the past socio-economic circumstances of the 

majority of elderly South Africans, the decision to retire from all economic activities is made amidst a set of 

complex circumstances. It should also be noted that for the elderly persons that never had formal employment, 

working beyond the age of 60 years to generate extra income to supplement the monthly R1 250 pension is a 

necessity for as long as their health permits. In this category are elderly women, who often contribute to their 

households' welfare in non-monetary terms as they provide care to their grandchildren because the parents of 

these children go to work. Others engage in subsistence work to provide for their households and communities.  

Globally, labour force participation among the elderly has been on the rise in recent years, particularly in OECD 

countries (Bloom et al., 2012). A number of factors relating to economic participation among the elderly have been 

highlighted, namely household structure, marital status, education and residential location (Lam et al., 2004). 

Regarding household structure, elderly persons that reside in extended families, particularly where the majority are 

not working, may be forced to take up informal employment to supplement their meagre household income. In 

terms of education, the better educated elderly tend to have higher employment rates compared to their less 

educated counterparts (Lam et al., 2004). This section provides insights into the labour force participation of elderly 

persons in South Africa based on the censuses of 1996 and 2011. 
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5.4.1 Employment by sex 

Figure 5.10 shows that the proportion of elderly persons who were employed increased from 10,7% in 1996 to 

26,1% in 2011. The results also show significant sex disparities among the elderly persons, which are indicative of 

past sex imbalances (female marginalisation), more so in 1996 when compared to 2011. This may also be a result 

of the higher legislated retirement age for men compared to their female counterparts in 1996. In 1996, the 

proportion of elderly men who were employed was nearly three times that of elderly women. Results show that by 

2011, a higher proportion of men (34,6%) than women (19,3%) were employed. It should be noted that elderly 

women are largely involved in informal activities such as care of household members and engagement in 

household chores. Measurement of such activities would perhaps increase employment levels among elderly 

women.  

Figure 5.10: Percentage of elderly persons who were employed by sex, censuses of 1996 and 2011  

 

Unspecified cases for Census 1996 have been excluded from the analysis 

The sex variations in employment levels post-retirement age may also be attributed to slight differences in the way 

questions on the labour force were asked. What remains clear though, is the upward trend in the elderly exiting 

labour force participation in later years of life. The high employment levels among elderly males could also be 

attributed to the age of legibility for old-age pension, although it has been lowered from 65 to 60 years. 
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5.4.2 Employment by province 

Figure 5.11 shows variations in labour force participation across the nine provinces. The results show that the 

proportions of elderly persons who were employed were substantially higher in the provinces of Gauteng and 

Western Cape, while Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal provinces had the lowest proportions employed in both 

censuses (1996 and 2011). Given the fact that Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal had the highest share of elderly 

persons, this raises concern about the magnitude and level of deprivation experienced within these provinces 

amongst the elderly. By 2011, the level of employment had improved, almost double that of 1996. For most 

provinces, employment levels doubled. A possible reason for such upward trend in employment levels amongst the 

elderly could be attributed to better educational levels amongst the younger cohorts (60–69) who may prefer to 

remain active after formal retirement. 
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5.4.3 Employment by population group 

Figure 5.12 gives the proportion of elderly persons who were employed by population group in 1996 and 2011. 

Whilst Census 1996 showed slight variations in the employment status of the elderly among the different 

population groups, Census 2011 shows a widening gap between population groups. The results show that elderly 

white persons had the highest proportion employed, nearly double that of the national employment level. Black 

Africans, on the other hand, had the lowest proportion of elderly persons employed in both censuses. 

Figure 5.12: Percentage of elderly persons who were employed by population group, censuses of 1996 and 
2011 

 
'Other' population group (280 454) category for 2011 has been excluded 

In conclusion, findings showed that there is an upward trend in delayed withdrawal from labour force participation, 

particularly among elderly males and whites over the period 1996-2011. Changes in working patterns among the 

elderly show that although female participation is low, there has been a pronounced upward trend between 1996 

and 2011. Factors such as entry of persons with higher educational attainment into old age, increased female 

labour force participation in prime years and economic circumstances (high cost of living) amongst others, may be 

at play in this emerging trend. A longer working life is beneficial not only to individuals in the form of improved 

health and well-being, but also to the state through tax revenue contribution, and therefore this needs to be 

encouraged through progressive ageing-related policies.  

5.5 Socio-economic status (SES) index 

Despite efforts by the South African government to address the legacy of the apartheid system that perpetuated 

vast socio-economic inequality between population groups, South Africa is still one of the most unequal societies in 
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the world. By 2012, the Gini coefficient of South Africa was 0,7, (The Presidency, 2012). The Gini coefficient is an 

international indicator which is used to measure the degree of inequality of wealth, whereby 0 expresses perfect 

equality and 1 expresses extreme inequality. Understanding the level of socio-economic inequality among elderly 

persons is imperative, as the elderly have been defined as a vulnerable group in South Africa. 

The Census 2011 household questionnaire included a question on assets owned by the household, such as 

television, radio, refrigerator, cooking stove, vacuum cleaner, washing machine, computer, satellite television, DVD 

(music) player, motor car, landline telephone and cellphone. Ownership of goods, access to basic services such as 

piped water, electricity, sanitation as well as housing at household level have been used to measure the socio-

economic status (SES) of households based on the Wealth Index (Rutstein & Johnson, 2004).  

Census 2001 and Census 2011 questionnaires had questions on access to services as well as household assets. 

Using the Principal Component Analysis (PCA) technique, household variables pertaining to housing (main 

dwelling), water, energy, refuse removal, toilet facilities and household assets (television, radio, computer, 

telephone) were used to determine the socio-economic status of households. To apply PCA on selected variables, 

response categories for each variable were converted to binary or dichotomous form; value 1 meaning that the 

concerned household has access to the asset and basic services, and 0 meaning the concerned household has no 

access. The selected variables become input to the PCA model, which in turn generates a continuous household 

ranking indicator variable. The household ranking indicator was then divided into percentiles which were used to 

group the households into socio-economic status indicating whether a household was poor, average, or rich. The 

three groupings have been used to describe the socio-economic status (SES) of households (see Appendix 2: 

Table 1).  

In this report, the socio-economic status of elderly persons is presented at individual and household levels. The 

poor constitute percentiles 1–25, the average up to the 85th percentile, while the rich constitute the 90th and upward 

percentiles. (Appendix 2 provides details by percentiles and socio-economic status of households headed by 

elderly persons.) 

5.5.1 SES by province 

According to Figure 5.13, most of the elderly persons in South Africa could be classified as poor (40%) in 2011. 

The highest proportions of poor elderly persons were found in Limpopo and Eastern Cape provinces (77,1% and 

64,4% respectively). These two provinces account for a quarter of all elderly persons in South Africa (see Table 

4.5). The highest proportion of elderly persons that were categorised as rich resided in the Western Cape (57,5%) 

and Gauteng (50,4%). Within these provinces, fewer than 10% of elderly persons were poor. In contrast, less than 

5% of elderly persons in Limpopo were rich. These vast differences in the proportions of elderly persons that were 

categorised as being rich or poor point to the high levels of inequality in socio-economic status amongst elderly 

persons across the provinces. 
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5.5.2 SES by sex 

The gender profiles presented in Figure 5.14 indicate that higher proportions of socio-economic deprivation exist 

among elderly women when compared to elderly men (41,8% and 36,9% respectively). Conversely, among the 

rich, the proportion of male elderly persons were 7% higher than that of their female counterparts (31,0% and 

24,6%).  

These results concur with other research which showed that the elderly have consistently been among the poorest 

people in different societies, particularly elderly women (Noumbissi, 2001; HelpAge International, 1999; Rutstein et 

al., 2004; World Economic Forum, 2012). Globally, a similar pattern is depicted in the general population. However, 

deprivation becomes more pronounced in old age, particularly among the elderly that were deprived during their 

youthful years. This is a typical case with most of the current South African elderly persons that faced a number of 

socio-economic hardships during apartheid.  

Figure 5.14: Percentage distribution of elderly persons aged 60 years and older by SES and sex, Census 
2011 

 

The gender gaps are a reflection of limited socio-economic opportunities elderly women had in their youth and 

adult ages that translate into lower socio-economic status during old age. These among others, include lower 

labour force participation, low levels of educational attainment and involvement in low paying jobs and non-paying 

activities such as housework (WHO, 2007). It has been argued that access to quality education is a critical factor in 

women's social and economic empowerment and has a multiplier effect on entire households and communities 
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(World Economic Forum, 2012). It is thus critical to empower women during their youthful years to sustain a higher 

standard of living in old age.  

5.5.3 SES by population group 

The past injustices of the apartheid system in South Africa have resulted in a country that is marked with vast 

socio-economic inequality between population groups. This is clearly depicted in Figure 5.15 whereby more than 

80% of elderly whites showed higher socio-economic status compared to 8% of elderly black Africans. More than 

half of the coloured elderly population were of average socio-economic status. The majority of black African elderly 

persons belonged to the poor SES. 

Indian/Asian elderly persons depict a similar pattern, with more than two-thirds (71,2%) depicted as rich. It is also 

interesting to note the socio-economic status of elderly persons who defined themselves as 'Other' in terms of 

population group, has a profile similar to that of the white and Indian/Asian population groups. The population 

group differentials in socio-economic status are a typical reflection of past imbalances that created lack of 

opportunities for some and plenty for other population groups. 
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Figure 5.15: Percentage distribution of elderly persons aged 60 years and older by SES and population 
group, Census 2011 

 
'Other' population group (280 454) category for 2011 has been excluded 

5.5.4 SES by language 

To determine the impact of marginalisation and lack of opportunities in the past, socio-economic status by 

language most spoken in the households was examined. Language goes beyond population group, reflecting to 

some extent ethnicity differences, and effects of the apartheid and colonial systems reflected in the lives of current 

elderly persons. Socio-economic status differed greatly by language among the elderly. The majority of elderly 

persons who spoke English (78%) or Afrikaans (57%) as well as 'Other' languages (63%) as their first language 

were rich. In contrast, more than two-thirds of all elderly persons who spoke Tshivenda, Xitsonga, Sepedi and 

isiXhosa were poor. The majority of elderly persons who spoke Sesotho were neither rich nor poor but of average 

socio-economic status. 

  

Black African Coloured Indian/Asian White Other SA
Rich 8,0 37,9 71,2 80,7 60,3 27,1

Average 34,8 54,4 27,7 18,6 29,4 33,0

Poor 57,2 7,7 1,1 0,7 10,2 39,9

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

%



Statistics South Africa 

Census 2011: Profile of older persons in South Africa, Report 03-01-60 

65

Figure 5.16: Percentage distribution of elderly persons aged 60 years and older by SES and first language 
spoken, Census 2011 

 

In conclusion, it has been noted that many South African elderly persons are characterised by two of the triple 

challenges, namely poverty and inequality, which are a reflection of marginalisation and lack of opportunities in 

their past. Sex variations reflect marginalisation of women in their youthful years, whilst population group dynamics 

also reflect past imbalances of unequal access to resources and opportunities. Inequalities are clearly racially 

skewed, the black African elderly being of the lowest socio-economic status while the majority of white elderly and 

Indian/Asian elderly persons have better socio-economic status. Analysis of language as a proxy to ethnicity also 

showed how past spatial living arrangements in the form of Bantustans left many ethnicities with limited options, 

reflected in old age. This has implications on the social security system and health care system, as government 

takes on the responsibility of ensuring that the needs of elderly persons are met. There is also a need to address 

the racial, gender and spatial disparities in order to promote equal access to resources and a better life for all. The 

results generally depict an unequal society as a result of pre-1994 government policies entrenched over decades. 
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5.6 Ageing and disability 

5.6.1 Introduction 

The ageing process usually entails the inability to perform certain functions and activities effectively as people 

graduate to higher ages (Weeks, 2008; Beard et al., 2012). The ageing of any country's population calls for long-

term planning and provision of resources to improve care and autonomy of older persons. In addition, 

improvements in infrastructure relating to access to health care centres and opportunities that promote healthy 

living, will have the net effect of a decline in the disease burden among the old and an increase in productivity in 

old age (Bloom & Canning, 2008). 

Figure 5.17 provides the proportion of elderly persons who reported having 'A lot of difficulty' and 'Cannot do at all', 

i.e. severe difficulty in performing various activities such as seeing, hearing, communicating, walking or climbing 

stairs, remembering or concentrating, and self-care. According to the figure, the proportion of elderly persons who 

reported having severe difficulty in all functional domains increases with age, which is to be expected. 
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The elderly experience severe difficulty seeing from as early as age 60–64 (4,8%), and this percentage increases 

with age. As the elderly age, walking a kilometre or climbing a flight of stairs as well as taking care of oneself 

becomes a more difficult task to perform, particularly towards their eighties. Despite experiencing severe difficulty 

in hearing, seeing and/or remembering/concentrating, the level of difficulty in communicating among the elderly 

remains relatively low, even among those aged 80–84 (3,1%). 

5.6.2 Disability among the elderly by sex 

Figure 5.18 depicts the percentage of all elderly men and women who reported experiencing severe difficulty in 

performing certain functions. For all functional domains, a higher proportion of elderly women when compared to 

elderly men, reported experiencing severe difficulty in performing such functions. The most evident difference in 

the proportion of elderly men and women's functioning were those of remembering (2,0%), seeing (1,9%) and 

walking (1,8%), where women reported far higher levels of severe difficulty in these functions. 

Figure 5.18: Percentage of elderly persons aged 60 years and older with severe difficulty in selected 
functional domains by sex, Census 2011 
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5.6.3 Disability and population group 

Table 5.4 and Figure 5.19 show that black African elderly persons reported the highest proportions of persons 

experiencing severe difficulty in functional domains such as seeing (8,8%), walking or climbing a flight of stairs 

(5,8%), remembering/concentrating (5,2%) and self-care (3,1%). The white population group on the other hand, 

reported the lowest proportions across all functional domains. However, there is marginal difference in severe 

difficulty in communication and hearing across population groups. 

Table 5.4: Number of elderly persons aged 60 years and older with severe difficulty in selected functional 
domains by population group, Census 2011 

Population group Seeing Hearing Communication Walking/ climbing Remembering/ concentrating Self-care 

Black African 228 699 81 994 25 678 151 182 136 568 79 520 

Coloured 22 026 8 727 3 005 18 859 8 774 9 515 

Indian/ Asian 6 176 3 244 1 276 5 566 2 642 2 654 

White 20 906 19 477 4 997 28 816 10 201 11 056 
'Other' population group (280 454) category for 2011 has been excluded 

Figure 5.19: Percentage of elderly persons aged 60 years and older with severe difficulty in selected 
functional domains by population group, Census 2011 

 
'Other' population group (280 454) category for 2011 has been excluded 
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5.6.4 Usage of assistive devices and chronic medication among the elderly persons 

Figure 5.20 shows the proportion of persons aged 60 and older that reported using an assistive device or chronic 

medication. The results show that a substantial proportion of elderly persons use chronic medication. By age 60–

64, 38% of the elderly were using chronic medication. The proportions remain high across subsequent age groups. 

Similarly, a fairly high proportion of the elderly required the use of eye glasses to see. By age 60–64, 3,6% of the 

elderly used a hearing aid, and 2,8% used a wheelchair. The use of hearing aids and wheelchairs among the 

elderly increases only marginally with age. However, the use of a walking stick/frame increased significantly with 

age, from 5,4% among those aged 60–64 to 29,8% among those aged 85 and older. 

Figure 5.20: Percentage of elderly persons aged 60 years and older using assistive devices and chronic 
medication: Census 2011 
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glasses (40,4% vs. 36,9%) and a hearing aid (5,2% vs. 4,4%). There was a marginal difference in the use of a 

wheelchair between the sexes.  

Figure 5.21: Percentage of elderly persons aged 60 years and older using assistive devices or chronic 
medication by sex: Census 2011 
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Figure 5.22: Percentage of elderly persons aged 60 years and older using assistive devices and chronic 
medication by population group, Census 2011 

 
'Other' population group (280 454) category for 2011 has been excluded 
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CHAPTER 6: LIVING ARRANGEMENTS OF OLDER PERSONS 

6.1 Introduction 

Declines in fertility and mortality have created a compressed demographic transition, a growing trend towards 

survival into later life, and a larger proportion of elderly people in the population (Bloom and Canning, 2008). 

Amidst the growing numbers of elderly persons in many countries, household composition continues to evolve, 

shifting from multigenerational larger households to nuclear smaller households. Such changes in household 

structure and composition continue to define and shape the living circumstances of the elderly persons and the role 

they play in their communities. 

Living arrangements of elderly persons continue to be largely influenced by culture, demography (patterns of 

marriage, widowhood, divorce and remarriages in combination with differences in male and female mortality), 

migration and urbanisation, female labour force participation, and generally, modernisation characterised by an 

individualistic lifestyle. This is contrary to the living arrangements that elderly persons experienced in traditional 

societies, where they mostly lived with children and families and were provided with all forms of support. Some 

implications of the evolving household composition is that the elderly are no longer assured of the family support 

structure and many may not have economic means to live independently. An important question still arises as to 

how many elderly persons can afford to live a decent life independently in South Africa, given the past economic 

divides that limited socio-economic options for many of the formerly disadvantaged groups. Also, the 'missed 

generation' due to HIV/AIDS has left elderly persons now having to take care of young children instead of being 

taken care of by their children. 

In this chapter, the profile of elderly persons' living arrangements is based on data of elderly persons living in 

households. Various aspects pertaining to their living circumstances were analysed, based on a number of 

variables. These include household headship, household size and composition, housing and access to services 

.Elderly persons' living arrangements have been analysed based on the type of household they belong to, the 

position they hold and general living circumstances. Four categories were derived: living alone, living with spouse 

only, living with spouse and children, and living with non-related co-residents.  

6.2 Living arrangements 

6.2.1 Household structure and residence patterns 

Culture and demography interact to create patterns of elderly living arrangements. At older ages, living 

arrangements are largely compounded by marriage, divorce, cohabitation and widowhood. However, culture also 

plays a crucial role in influencing decisions pertaining to how one lives. Africa is known for its model of large 

household sizes constituted of multi-generations, of which the elderly often assume the role of household headship 

(Locoh, 1988:47). Weeks (2008:424) also noted that in Africa, older persons are more likely to live with a spouse or 

other family members. Culturally, in the event of losing a male partner, most African societies denied women 



Statistics South Africa 

Census 2011: Profile of older persons in South Africa, Report 03-01-60 

74

inheritance rights, leaving them dependent on children and other relatives. Such events to a greater extent meant 

that the widow had to find alternative accommodation, including living with children.  

Several other factors also determine elderly living arrangements. These include patterns of marriage, widowhood, 

low fertility, migration, and to some extent, changing desires among the elderly (United Nations, 2005; Weeks, 

2008). In many societies, economic development and its associated characteristics of education, empowerment, 

and urbanisation influence living arrangements, affecting both the young and the aged. Living arrangements are 

fundamental in old age, often determining the extent to which they access health care and social support, 

particularly during frail years.  

This section discusses the complexity of elderly persons' living arrangements based on data collected in the 

censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011. It profiles the proportion of elderly persons living alone, living with partners and 

children, extended family, and complex households by province, age group, sex and population group. 

Figure 6.1: Household composition, censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011  
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the extended household set-up continues to dominate in many other African societies, and elderly persons residing 

with extended family reigns supreme (Van de Walle et al.1988).  

In Figures 6.2 to 6.5, the national household composition profile shows that nuclear and extended households are 

more prevalent compared to other types of household compositions. However, the results show an upward trend in 

the prevalence of single-member households (from 16,3% in 1996 to 26,7% in 2011). Generally, fewer older 

persons reside in complex households.  

Although elderly persons predominantly live with extended households, emerging trends show that the empowered 

elderly persons (those with financial resources) prefer 'intimacy' at a distance (living alone) (Chaudhuri & Roy, 

2007). The results confirm a trend seen elsewhere; the shift from living with extended families to living alone 

increasingly becoming prevalent. This monograph, however, does not address the question pertaining to the role of 

economic independence in determining the living arrangements among the elderly. 

Some researchers have argued that some of the elderly persons that co-reside with children or other relatives do 

so out of necessity (Weeks, 2008). Elderly persons co-residing with at least one of their children are assumed to 

receive better economic support and, more importantly, better care than those living alone or those living with non-

relatives or even other relatives (Abejo, 2004). However, the reverse may be true for households where only the 

elderly person is the source of livelihood.  

6.2.1.1 Living arrangements by province 

Figures 6.2 to 6.5 show provincial variations in the household composition among the elderly. The results show 

that Western Cape, Gauteng and North West provinces have the highest proportion of elderly persons living alone, 

while Eastern Cape and Limpopo provinces have the lowest proportion. Nuclear households among the elderly are 

predominantly found in Western Cape and Gauteng. Elderly persons living in extended households, on the other 

hand, are more prevalent in Limpopo, Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal and Mpumalanga. The proportion living in 

complex households has remained relatively small except in Western Cape. 
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6.2.1.2 Living arrangements by age of older persons 

Figures 6.6 to 6.9 show the living arrangement patterns among elderly persons by age between 1996 and 2011. 

The results show an upward trend in the proportion of elderly persons who are living alone since 1996 for all age 

groups. However, those aged 60–69 years and the oldest of the old (80 years and older) recorded the highest 

proportions. The proportion residing in extended households is above 50% for all age groups, except those aged 

60–64 years. The proportion living in complex households is low across all the age groups.  

Findings from the Stats SA 2012 report on vulnerable groups (elderly persons inclusive) showed a similar pattern 

of older persons more likely to live in single-person households than the population in general (9,5% compared to 

5,3%). 

Findings from the three censuses conducted in the new democratic dispensation show that living arrangements 

vary with advancement in age. Among those living alone, there is an upward trend reflecting the life course stages 

of the nuclear family among those that are entering old age (60–64-year-olds), as well as widowhood contributing 

to single-member households at oldest ages. The higher proportion of elderly persons co-residing with extended 

families is reflective of frailty among the oldest of the old, as they rely on familial support for their well-being.  

In summary, among the elderly persons that had just advanced into old age, most of them tend to live in nuclear 

households with their spouse and children. As elderly persons advance in age towards the age of 75 and older, 

they mostly reside with extended families, while others live independently due to loss of spouses. Similar findings 

were observed among the elderly in Lesotho and the Philippines (Mba, 2002 and Abejo, 2004).  
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6.2.1.3 Living arrangements by sex 

Figure 6.10: Percentage distribution of elderly persons by sex and household composition, censuses of 
1996, 2001 and 2011  

 

Figure 6.10 shows sex variations in the living arrangements of elderly persons. Generally, both elderly men and 

women largely live in extended households. In all the three censuses, the proportion of elderly women living in 

extended households is higher compared to that of their male counterparts. By 2011, six in ten elderly women lived 

with extended families. A significant proportion of males are living in nuclear households (over a third). However, 

the results also show that both sexes exhibit an upward trend in the proportion living in single-member households, 

although the highest increase is observed among elderly males. A study in India (Chaudhuri and Roy, 2007) 

showed that, other factors constant, older women are more likely to live alone compared to men. Such differences 

in the living arrangements among the elderly can be attributed to a number of factors, ranging from socio-cultural to 

demographic factors. The dominance of elderly women living with extended families compared to males could be 

attributed to cultural aspects. Culturally, elderly women that lose their partners are likely to move in with other 

relatives, particularly in developing countries, where women traditionally did not have automatic rights to the 

inheritance of their husbands property – a situation that left many dependent on other relatives (Weeks, 2008). It 

has been noted that having sons decreases the likelihood of living alone among the elderly in India and Iran 

(Chaudhuri and Roy, 2007; Akbar and Vaida, 2013). Culturally, in some societies, sons are responsible for their 

older parents and co-residence of elderly persons with children is a customary way by which families meet the 

needs of the elderly persons (Tohme et al., 2010). Demographically, in such a society, the sex composition of 

one's children plays a critical role in determining the living arrangements of the parents in old age. 
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The increase in the proportion of elderly persons living alone in South Africa could be related to a number of 

factors, inclusive of the increase in the proportion of the elderly over time, declining fertility and increased 

childlessness, migration, and marital choices. For instance, elderly persons with fewer children or no children have 

limited options for co-residence and may therefore be forced to live alone. Some studies have shown that 

availability of significant others (close relatives, including own children) influences living arrangement choices 

(Mba, 2002 and Chaudhuri and Roy, 2007). Migration and urbanisation often result in elderly persons left alone to 

fend for themselves, as children migrate to cities in search of socio-economic opportunities. Research has also 

shown that women tend to get married to older men, and this translates into women outliving their spouses and a 

subsequent higher proportion of elderly widows (Chaudhuri and Roy, 2007). It has also been noted that in the 

event of loss of a partner, males are more likely to remarry, compared to their female counterparts (Weeks, 2008). 

Such demographic events lead to an increased proportion of elderly women living alone, other factors constant. 
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Figure 6.11 provides insights into the living arrangements of elderly persons among the four population groups. 

The profile shows that single-member households among the elderly were more prevalent among the white 

population group (one in three white elderly persons lived alone across the three censuses) compared to the rest of 

the population groups. In Census 2011, 33% of households headed by white older persons were single 

households, compared to 13,9% of coloured, 17,7% of black African and 15,9% of Indian/Asian households. 

However, what is striking is the significant increase in the proportion of black African, coloured and Indian/Asian 

elderly persons living alone over the period. Explanations for such upward trends need to be explored. Studies in 

India and Lebanon have showed that economic independence was a key determinant of living arrangements in old 

age (Tohme et al., 2010; Chaudhuri and Roy, 2007). The findings on population groups seem to follow a pattern of 

developed countries where wealthier elderly persons prefer intimacy at a distance and are therefore more likely to 

live alone. However, the growing proportion of elderly persons living alone in South Africa among population 

groups in the absence of economic independence and family support can be detrimental to their well-being. Living 

alone in poor circumstances to some extent implies social isolation and deprivation. 

According to Figure 6.11, more than half of all elderly whites were living in nuclear households when compared to 

other population groups across the three censuses. The results confirm what has been documented, i.e. whites 

tend to live in nuclear households whilst black Africans and coloureds live in extended families (Stats SA, 2012). 

The results further show that black African elderly persons predominantly live with extended families, followed by 

coloureds. The above pattern of the high proportion of black African elderly persons living with extended families 

may be attributed to a number of factors, including a decline in marriages which leads to an increase in age at first 

marriage, necessitating a longer residence of young adults with parents. Another factor could be economic 

hardships such as the high unemployment rate among young adults who may prefer to stay with parents for longer 

periods as a safety net. 

The above results indicate the structural changes that have affected the living arrangements of elderly persons 

since 1996. It is not surprising to see dominance of nuclear households in old age among population groups with 

high marriage rates (whites and Indians/Asians) over the period 1996–2011. On the contrary, co-residence of 

elderly persons with extended families is more prevalent among poor population groups (black Africans and 

coloureds), which could imply that socio-economic status is one of the driving forces behind living arrangements. 

Further research is required to explore the role of socio-economic status on living arrangements among the elderly.  

6.3 Household headship 

Household headship poses socio-economic, social-cultural and demographic challenges, given its role as the pillar 

of decision-making. Hence, the profile of elderly persons who take on this responsibility provides insights into the 

burden borne by this group of household heads. The characteristics of household heads have direct bearing on the 

living conditions of household members. 
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Figure 6.12 shows sex variations in household headship among the elderly, relative to the young population. The 

results show that among the elderly, female-headed households are more prevalent, whilst male dominance in 

household headship is observed among younger persons. Although 43% of households were headed by females in 

1996, the proportion has increased since then. More than half of households are headed by females. In contrast to 

this, six in ten households headed by younger persons are male-headed households. Such a pattern may be 

attributed to females outliving their male counterparts, resulting in the assumption of the role of household head in 

the event of the loss of a male partner.  

Figure 6.12: Percentage distribution of households by headship and sex, censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011 

 

hh refers to household  

Figure 6.13 profiles household headship among elderly persons in the different age groups. The results show that, 

throughout the period 1996–2011, more than half of households were male headed as the population reach old 

age (among those aged 60–64 years). However, the proportion of households headed by females increases with 

advancement in age. For Census 2001 and Census 2011, six in ten household heads (over 60%) were 80 years 

and older. In 1996, household headship among the oldest ages shows a slightly different profile, where male 

headship dominates in the oldest ages. Such results could be attributed to data deficiencies.  
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Figure 6.13: Percentage distribution of households headed by elderly persons by sex of head of 
household, censuses of 1996, 2001 and 2011 

 

Unspecified cases for Census 1996 are excluded 

 

Male Female Male Female Male Female

1996 2001 2011

60 - 64 58,8 41,2 51,5 48,5 53,8 46,2

65 - 69 56,6 43,4 47 53 50,2 49,8

70 - 74 56,4 43,6 43,8 56,2 44,9 55,1

75 - 79 54,1 45,9 44 56 38,5 61,5

80+ 53,3 46,7 39,2 60,8 34 66
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6.4 Household size among households headed by the elderly 

The results presented in Figure 6.16 show sex variations in household headship according to household size. The 

proportion heading households with five and more members is slightly higher for women (33,5%) compared to men 

(31,2%). A significant proportion of male-headed households have two household members (28,6%). 

Within single-member households, the proportion of female-headed households is higher when compared to that of 

men (23,2% and 16,7%). Such a pattern of high proportions of single-member households that are headed by 

females can be attributed to feminisation of ageing (women outlive their partners) and partly due to children 

becoming independent and leaving parents alone as a result of migration and urbanisation. 

The results clearly show how elderly female heads of households (45,8%) are more likely to look after big families 

(four persons or more) compared to their male counterparts (41,9%). It has also been noted that older women are 

likely to share their pension with the rest of the household, increasing their financial position which translates into 

intergenerational transfer, which is crucial for empowerment of the rest of the household members.  

Figure 6.16: Percentage distribution of households headed by elderly persons by sex of household head 
and household size, Census 2011 
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Figure 6.17: Percentage distribution of households headed by elderly persons by household size and 
geography type, Census 2011 

 

The distribution of households headed by the elderly in the three geographical areas of urban, traditional and farm 

areas provide further insights into the living arrangements within these areas. The results show that urban and farm 

areas are dominated by small household sizes (one and two-member households), while traditional/tribal areas are 

dominated by large household sizes. Households headed by elderly persons in urban areas are predominantly one 

and two-member households (49,7%). In contrast, in traditional areas, almost half (42,6%) of the households 

headed by elderly persons had five or more members. Such a profile of large household sizes headed by elderly 

persons in traditional areas is an indication of the existence of multigenerational households. 
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Figure 6.18: Percentage distribution of households headed by elderly persons by household size and 
population group of head of household: Census 2011 

 
'Other' population group (280 454) category for 2011 has been excluded 

The results presented in Figure 6.18 above show variations in household headship among elderly persons of the 

different population groups. Generally, black African elderly persons head households of large sizes. About 40% of 

black African-headed households had five or more household members. Large household sizes headed by black 

African elderly persons can be attributed to multigenerational living arrangements, which are a common feature of 

African societies as highlighted in Figure 6.11 in the preceding section. 

In contrast, the profile of elderly white-headed households shows dominance of small household sizes. Almost half 

(48,2%) of households were two-member households and about a third were single-member households.  

The large household sizes headed by black African elderly persons translates into a dependency burden in the 

absence of adult working members, particularly in rural areas, leaving the elderly person solely responsible for the 

welfare of the entire household. Elderly-headed households had a much higher dependency ratio than households 

headed by younger persons, or households in general. 
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Figure 6.19 profiles the percentage of households headed by elderly persons in each province and their household 

sizes. The results show that elderly-headed households are predominantly large households (five or more 

members) across all provinces with the exception of Western Cape. In urban provinces such as the Western Cape 

(30,8%) and Gauteng (26,2%), elderly-headed households are largely two-member households. 

6.5 Household income among elderly-headed households  

In the absence of a social security system and a family support system, lack of income can be detrimental in old 

age, making the elderly vulnerable to poverty and its associated living circumstances (Bloom et al., 2012). The 

impact of a lack of income among the elderly does not only affect the elderly at an individual level but also at a 

household level, particularly households where no member is employed. South Africa's elderly obtain income from 

a number of sources, including the state, i.e. the public pension system, private pension for those that had formal 

employment prior to retirement, interests, dividends, and remittances. Given the country's past experiences, a 

substantial number of elderly persons were economically disadvantaged and this causes them to rely on pension 

and family support to provide for their needs. 

Census 2011 included a question on income although it has been widely noted that income is not accurately 

reported, particularly in censuses and surveys, due to a number of reasons such as: 

• Use of a proxy who is likely not to know individual income for all household members 

• Individuals hiding their income from interviewers (especially if the interviewers are from a government 

agency), including the poor wanting to appear poorer so that they can receive assistance and the rich 

possibly fearful of becoming targets for robberies and taxation (Rutstein & Johnson, 2004) 

Despite the above limitations, the results show enormous income disparities between the different sexes, 

population groups, and provinces.  
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Figure 6.20 shows sex variations in annual earnings of households headed by the elderly for the period 2001–2011 

across provinces. The national profile shows that elderly males earned double that of their female counterparts. 

Provincial profiles show a similar pattern of elderly female-headed households being disadvantaged across all 

provinces. The results further show that elderly-headed households in Gauteng and Western Cape had the highest 

income, while those residing in Limpopo earned the least. Trends, however, show that over the periods 2001 and 

2011, income for elderly-headed households increased twofold.  

Weeks (2008:420) noted that gender gaps in income are a reflection of the past history of discrimination against 

women in labour practices in all societies, including developed countries such as Japan, where it has been 

observed that only sons rise in status. It is a global phenomenon that most women often are hired in low-paying 

jobs translating into low future savings and investments. The gaps become even wider in older generations as 

elderly males access their investments while their female counterparts largely depend on old-age pension and 

other sources, including remittances from children. 

Figure 6.21: Average annual household income for elderly-headed households by population group of 
head of household, censuses of 2001 and 2011 

 
'Other' population group (280 454) category for 2011 has been excluded 

Figure 6.21 above shows trends in annual household income of elderly-headed households among the different 

population groups for the periods 2001 and 2011. The results show that although there has been an improvement 

in the earnings of households headed by the elderly, population group profiles show massive disparities between 

the different population groups. The pattern shows that black African elderly-headed households had the lowest 

annual income in both Census 2001 and Census 2011, followed by coloured-headed households, whilst white 

elderly-headed households had the highest earnings. In Census 2001, white elderly-headed households earned six 

times more than what their black African counterparts earned. Census 2011 results show that the gap in earnings 
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between the population groups slightly narrowed (earnings for whites were five times more than that of black 

African-headed households). The question as to whether the narrowing gap is attributed to access to old-age 

pension and other welfare grants cannot be answered with certainty. 

In conclusion, the above results show that the South African elderly are faced with two challenges, namely poverty 

and inequality, which are a reflection of the marginalisation and lack of opportunities that occurred in their past. Sex 

variations clearly show marginalisation of women in their youthful years, and population group dynamics also 

reflect past imbalances of unequal access to resources and opportunities. Inequalities are clearly racially skewed, 

with the black African elderly being the poorest while the majority of the white elderly are rich. This raises the 

concern of financial burden the most disadvantaged elderly persons continue to face particularly those heading 

larger households.  
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

7.1 Elderly population over time 

In the last 15 years, the elderly population in South Africa has gradually increased and will continue to do so, given 

the current levels of fertility and mortality. The projected growth in numbers of the elderly will have immense social, 

economic and health care implications. Such a shift in the age structure takes place in a country with high levels of 

unemployment, inequality and poverty. The challenge is thus to ensure that all elderly persons are able to 

experience the right to security and dignity. It is imperative that South Africa, a country whose population is already 

ageing, begins to evaluate the trade-offs of different policy options with the overall objective of improving welfare 

across the age cycle.  

7.2 Feminisation of ageing 

Feminisation of ageing prevails in South Africa. Whilst higher proportions of elderly women are found at older ages, 

elderly women when compared with elderly men, experience lower levels of education and literacy, longer periods 

of widowhood and lower levels of income, and are exposed to higher levels of poverty, morbidity, and disability. As 

such, gender-specific programmes need to be tailored to address the gender inequalities that exist.  

7.3 Ageing index 

The old-age dependency ratio has remained relatively stable since 1996. However, the increasingly large number 

of elderly people aged 65 and over who will be dependent on the shrinking labour force in the future, points to the 

shrinking future resources required to sustain and care for the health and well-being of the elderly. This is 

particularly alarming amongst the white elderly who will have fewer younger relatives to care for their needs in the 

future. 

7.4 Labour force participation 

Labour force participation among the elderly depicts a significant shift over the 15-year period. Sex disparities in 

labour force participation are apparent and a reflection of elderly women's involvement in informal activities such as 

household chores. Measurement of such activities would perhaps increase employment levels among elderly 

women. The prominence of labour force participation, particularly amongst elderly men, is indicative of changes in 

retirement age. It could also be attributed to the fact that many may decide to remain in employment for economic 

reasons such continued self-sustenance, lack of or limited retirement savings and the health benefits of remaining 

active. 

Current interventions tailored to reduce unemployment, including public employment schemes such as the 

Expanded Public Works Programme (EPWP), should promote sustainable employment in youth and adult years to 

reduce dependence on the old-age pension in future.  
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7.5 Socio-economic status 

The results pertaining to the SES index provide evidence that inequalities among the elderly continue to be racially 

skewed, with the black African elderly being the poorest while the majority of the white elderly are better off. Use of 

language as a proxy to ethnicity provided similar results on inequalities. The government therefore needs to devise 

integrated programmes to ensure that the quality of life of poor elderly-headed households is uplifted through 

provision of free basic services and housing. 

7.6 Ageing and disability 

Self-assessment of functional limitations among the elderly shows that the burden of ill health and disabilities 

increases with age, creating an increased demand for health care and other services as the proportion of elderly 

persons continues to grow. The results confirm that disability is gendered and racially skewed. Women report 

poorer health than men, and black Africans and Indians report poorer health than whites. 

Government and relevant stakeholders are obliged to provide necessary mechanisms to improve care and 

autonomy of older persons. Improving their independent functioning in all functional domains within communities is 

imperative. The development of institutional care for the elderly by both the public and private sectors is necessary, 

particularly in view of the changing family structures (living arrangements) in South Africa and their impact on 

familial care.  

There is evidence that a substantial proportion of the elderly in South Africa use chronic medication and assistive 

devices. The difference in use of eye glasses and chronic medication between the black African and white 

population groups is very significant. It is of paramount importance for the government to ensure that elderly 

persons have access to assistive devices to improve their care and autonomy.  

Census data do not provide information pertaining to risk factors associated with disability in old age and yet such 

information is crucial in developing preventative measures and rehabilitative interventions.  

7.7 Living arrangements 

Living arrangements of non-institutionalised elderly persons show that the evolution of a socio-cultural and 

economic lifestyle has not substituted the traditional living arrangements. Nuclearisation of households among the 

elderly is not entrenched. However, the proportion of elderly persons living alone has been growing, particularly 

amongst elderly women. Racial differences show more white elderly persons residing alone while black African 

elderly persons continue to live in multigenerational households. The plight of the elderly in the absence of family 

support systems and limited resources makes this group very vulnerable and requires government intervention. 

The findings show that older South African men were more likely to be married than women, and there has been 

an upward trend in older men cohabiting compared to their counterparts. 
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In conclusion, sex disparities are apparent in old age, skewed to older men in terms of marriage, literacy, 

employment and income, although older women continue to form the majority. From a policy perspective, attending 

to the needs of elderly persons in South Africa has to take into account gender disparities. 

Further research is needed to explore determinants of socio-economic status of elderly persons as well as their 

living arrangements.  
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Appendix 1: Concepts and definitions 

Educational level 

Educational level is aggregated into no formal education, primary school (grade 1 to grade 7), secondary school 

(grade 8 to grade 12), diploma or certificate without grade 12 (from lower to grade 11), diploma or certificate with 

grade 12, degree and other post-degree  

Employed  

Those who performed work for pay, profit or family gain for at least one hour in the seven days prior to the 

interview or who were absent from work during these seven days, but did have some form of paid work to return to. 

Formal dwelling 

A structure built according to approved plans, i.e. house on a separate stand, flat or apartment, townhouse, room in 

a backyard or rooms or flatlet elsewhere. 

Health and functioning 

Whether a person has difficulty in seeing, hearing, communicating, walking or climbing stairs, remembering or 

concentrating, and self-care such as washing all over, dressing or feeding. 

Household head 

A person recognised as such by the household, usually the main decision-maker, or the person who owns or rents 

the dwelling, or the person who is the main breadwinner. The head can be either male or female. 

If two people are equal decision-makers, or in a household of totally unrelated persons, the older or oldest can be 

named as the household head. 

Household income 

All receipts by all members of a household, in cash and in kind, in exchange for employment, or in return for capital 

investment, or receipts obtained from other sources such as pension. 

Informal dwelling 

Makeshift structure not approved by a local authority and not intended as a permanent dwelling. Typically built with 

found materials (corrugated iron, cardboard, plastic, etc.). Contrasted with formal dwelling and traditional dwelling. 
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Literacy 

Ability to read and write with understanding in any language. A person is literate who can, with understanding, both 

read and write a short simple statement on his everyday life. 

Marital status 

Personal status of each individual in relation to the marriage laws or customs of a country. Customary unions are 

now recognised as a legal marital status. Categories under marital status include single, married, living together as 

a married couple, divorced, separated and widowed. 

Traditional dwelling 

A dwelling made primarily of clay, mud, reeds or other locally available natural materials. This is a general term that 

includes huts, rondavels, etc. Such dwellings can be found as single units or in clusters. 
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