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KEY MESSAGES

Child Poverty in South Africa: A Multiple Overlapping Deprivation Analysis 
(Statistics South Africa, 2020)1 finds that six out of ten children, or 62.1 
per cent, are multidimensionally poor. This finding is consistent with an 
income poverty line that is based on the upper-bound poverty line, which 
finds that 67 per cent of children are located in income-poor families. 

Children who are multidimensionally poor suffer on average 4 out of 7 deprivations. 
Children who are from non-poor-income households suffer 3.6 deprivations on average, 
while children from income-poor families suffer 4.1 deprivations out of 7 on average. 

Multidimensionally poor children are overwhelmingly located in rural areas, live in 
the traditionally poor provinces of Eastern Cape, KwaZulu-Natal and Limpopo, have a 
household head that is female and Black African, and live in households where few 
adults are gainfully employed. 

The study finds that 42 per cent of children are multidimensionally poor and income-
poor and that this overlap is extremely strong for children who live in rural areas. In rural 
areas, nearly two-thirds of children who are deprived are also income-poor, whereas in 
urban areas the overlap accounts for only 23 per cent of children.

Children from income-poor households suffer a larger number of simultaneous 
deprivations than their non-poor counterparts. These children are over-represented in 
the 4–6 simultaneous deprivations category, while children from non-poor families are 
over-represented in the 1–3 simultaneous deprivations category.

42% TWO-THIRDS

CHILDREN ARE 
MULTIDIMENSIONALLY 
POOR AND INCOME-POOR

OF CHILDREN IN RURAL AREAS 
ARE MULTIDIMENSIONALLY 
POOR AND INCOME-POOR
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KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

A key driving factor for multidimensional poverty among all age-groups is the 
poor state of social infrastructure. This includes poor school facilities, long distances 
to the nearest health centres and inadequate waste disposal services at the community 
level. In addition, households continue to suffer hunger levels that should no longer be 
tolerated. The government is advised to: 
1. Continue to invest in social infrastructure in the rural areas of the country where 

health and school facilities require significant upgrading;
2 Recognise that poor children suffer multiple deprivations and that a sustained focus 

on and financing of the social services sector should remain high on its priority list; 
and

3. Finalise without delay the implementation of the country’s expanded social 
protection floor.

The multidimensional poverty trends among children are worrying. In order to better 
track the extent to which the government addresses poverty and inequality in all its 
forms, the government is encouraged to: 
1. Reduce the time between national income and consumption surveys and attempt to 

measure poverty and inequality at least once every three years; 
2. Refine its child focus in national surveys, which could either be implemented in the 

next edition of the income and consumption survey, or by adding additional details to 
existing surveys; and

3. Urge sector departments to use multidimensional poverty data in its financing 
strategies and targeting tools. This would be consistent with calls to ‘harmonise’ 
targeting systems for children. 



The multiple overlapping deprivation analysis (MODA) methodology uses the child as the unit 
of analysis. It adopts a life-cycle approach that recognises that even among children, needs 
are different; it uses a multidimensional approach that recognises that children are holistic 
human beings and may suffer from multiple deprivations at the same time; and also enables 
the user to identify the geographical and socioeconomic characteristics of the most vulnerable 
children. This is important from a targeting point of view.

MULTIDIMENSIONAL CHILD POVERTY
KEY FINDINGS

* The Statistics South Africa study used seven dimensions. The Living Conditions Survey 2014–2015 was used as the national survey database. The seven dimensions are  
(i) WASH (sanitation or type of toilet, waste disposal, and drinking water source); (ii) housing (building materials used for shelter and energy used for cooking and lighting);  
(iii) nutrition (proxied by a household-level food security variable); (iv) protection (household-level variable addressing recent crime befalling any household member);  
(v) health (distance to the nearest health centre, and for young children aged 0–4, access to Road to Health Card); (vi) information (access to radio, television or the internet); 
and (vii) child development (exposure to early childhood education and attendance at an early childhood development institution for 3–4-year-olds) and education (school 
attendance, lateness in schooling or age-grade appropriateness and school facilities).

3 AGE GROUPS CHOSEN FOR THE STUDY: 

DIMENSIONS USED TO MEASURE CHILD 
MULTIDIMENSIONAL POVERTY WERE:

0–4 years 5–12 years 13–17  years

0–4 
years

5–17 
years

water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH), 
housing, nutrition, protection, health, 
child development and information.

WASH, housing, nutrition, protection, 
health, information and education.*

OF ALL CHILDREN ARE MULTIDIMENSIONALLY POOR 
(at least three deprivations in any 3 dimensions). 
The 5–12 age group has the highest multidimensional 
poverty rate (63.4%) followed by the 13–17 age group 
(62.5%) and the 0–4 age group (59.9%).

42%  

62.1%

73.8% 52.6%

The overlap between money-metric and 
multidimensional child poverty is three times larger 
for children in rural areas than for children in 
urban areas. 

OF CHILDREN WHO LIVE IN 
INCOME-POOR FAMILIES ARE ALSO 
MULTIDIMENSIONALLY POOR.

multidimensional 
poverty rate for 
children who live 
in rural areas

multidimensional 
poverty rate for 
children who live 
in urban areas

88.4% 
41.3% 

Urban provinces such as Gauteng and Western Cape 
have much lower multidimensional poverty rates than 
the traditionally more rural provinces, such as Eastern 
Cape, KwaZulu-Natal and Limpopo.

CHILDREN FROM INCOME-POOR HOUSEHOLDS EXPERIENCE A HIGHER 
NUMBER OF DEPRIVATIONS THAN NON-POOR CHILDREN
4.1 out of 7 deprivations for income-poor children
3.6 out of 7 deprivations for children in non-poor income families 

82.8%

GAUTENG

LIMPOPO

33.6%

POVERTY RATE FOR LARGE 
HOUSEHOLDS (7+ MEMBERS)

POVERTY RATE FOR SMALLER 
HOUSEHOLDS (1–3 MEMBERS)
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SOUTH AFRICA’S 
CHILD MULTIDIMENSIONAL POVERTY PROFILES

The South African government has continued to prioritise the well-
being of children. Even after the global economic crisis of 2009, critical 
spending on child services and programmes, such as basic education, 
social grants and health, continued to receive funding support. 

National data2 also showed that while child poverty rates were consistently higher than 
those for the adult population, between 2006 and 2011 the child income poverty rate 
declined, from 77.5 per cent in 2006 to 63.7 per cent in 2011. However, between 2011 
and 2015 income poverty for children increased to almost 67 per cent.3

Although the multidimensional child poverty study does not represent an independent 
check on the government’s financing of children’s programmes, it provides an indirect 
estimate of how well children and their families are benefiting from a restricted number 
of government programmes. The study also serves as the government’s own baseline 
for child multidimensional poverty as per the country’s Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDG) commitments under Goal 1.4 

THE FOLLOWING THREE SECTIONS PRESENT THE COUNTRY’S  
DISTRIBUTION OF CHILD MULTIDIMENSIONAL POVERTY

GEOGRAPHIC  
LOCATION: 

By province, settlement 
type (rural or urban) and by 
metropolitan versus non-

metropolitan.  

INDIVIDUAL 
CHARACTERISTICS: 
Age group of children, 
population group and 

orphanhood status of children.

HOUSEHOLD 
CHARACTERISTICS: 

Sex, education and employment 
status of the household head and 

other relevant attributes of the 
household, including family size, etc. 

2 Statistics South Africa (2017). Poverty trends in South Africa: An examination of absolute poverty between 2006 and 2015. 
Pretoria: Government Printers

3 The poverty measure referred to in the text is the upper-bound poverty line. However, in line with the National Planning 
Commission’s decision to use the lower-bound poverty line, Statistics South Africa used the lower-bound poverty line as the 
money-metric measure in the MODA study.

4 SDG Goal 1 states “End poverty in all its forms everywhere” and includes both money-metric poverty measures and multi-
dimensional poverty measures. The present results mean that the South African government should attempt to halve child 
multidimensional poverty from the baseline finding of 62.1 per cent to roughly 31 per cent by 2030.
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MULTIDIMENSIONAL CHILD POVERTY BY 
GEOGRAPHIC LOCATION 

It is clear from this map that the national multidimensional poverty rate for 
children is driven by children who reside in rural areas. These children are 
twice as likely to be multidimensionally poor as their urban counterparts. 

These results are repeated when ‘province’ is used as the profiling variable: Eastern 
Cape and Limpopo record poverty rates of roughly 80 per cent, while in the more urban 
provinces roughly one-third of the child population is deprived. 

Figure 1: Child multidimensional poverty by geographical location for all children (aged 0–17)
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NORTHERN CAPE
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GAUTENG

LIMPOPO
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78.7%

37.1%

53.8%

53.8%
75.8%

69.2%33.6%

82.8%

64.1%

78.7%
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62.1%
41.3%39.6%
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MULTIDIMENSIONAL CHILD POVERTY BY 
INDIVIDUAL CHARACTERISTICS 

Gender of the child does not have any bearing on its status of being 
deprived, while the population group to which the child belongs is decisive. 

Black African children experience poverty rates between 65 per cent and 70 per cent, 
which is almost double that of Coloured children (38 per cent on average). White 
children have the lowest deprivation headcount ratio, and only 9.2 per cent of these 
children between the ages of 13 and 17 are considered deprived (having at least three 
deprivations across the seven dimensions). Double orphans are heavily deprived and 
have poverty rates that are almost 20 per cent higher than non-orphaned children. 
Having only their mother alive is also a strong predictor of the child’s deprived status. 

Table 1: Child multidimensional poverty by individual characteristics 

 AGE OF CHILDREN 0–17 0–4 5–12 13–17

National estimate 62.1 59.9 63.4 62.5

SEX OF THE CHILD        

Female 61.7 59.3 63.1 62.0

Male 62.6 60.5 63.8 63.0

POPULATION GROUP        

Black African 68.3 64.6 69.7 70.2

Coloured 38.1 42.3 36.5 36.7

Indian 16.4 17.0 16.6 14.1

White 11.4 11.3 13.4 9.2

ORPHANHOOD STATUS        

Non-orphan 59.5 59.1 61.0 57.0

Double orphan 77.3 67.2 79.1 76.9

Only father alive 67.7 63.0 66.4 70.1

Only mother alive 75.0 72.8 75.2 75.5

68% 38% 11%
BLACK AFRICAN 
CHILD POVERTY 
RATE (0–17)

COLOURED CHILD 
POVERTY RATE 
(0–17)

WHITE CHILD 
POVERTY RATE 
(0–17)
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MULTIDIMENSIONAL CHILD POVERTY BY 
HOUSEHOLD CHARACTERISTICS 

Children who grow up in female-headed households 
are on average 20 per cent more deprived than children 
who grow up in male-headed households. 

This finding supports a similar finding in income poverty studies. Similarly, because 
of the overlapping nature of identity in South Africa, households with a Black African 
head are substantially poorer than other households. Predictably, if the household head 
has higher levels of education (especially higher education qualifications), deprivation 
rates are much lower (one-fifth of children are poor in such settings). Children who live 
in households where the head has no formal schooling are overwhelmingly deprived. 
Although smaller household size means fewer deprivations, overall the poverty rate 
remains high, even for those with a family size of between 1 and 3 members (between 
48 per cent and 54 per cent). In households where no adult is gainfully employed, four-
fifths of children are deprived. 
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Table 2: Child multidimensional poverty by household characteristics 

AGE GROUP 0–17 0–4 5–12 13–17

SEX OF HOUSEHOLD HEAD

Female 71.3 68.1 73.3 71.3

Male 53.6 52.6 54.1 54.1

POPULATION GROUP OF HOUSEHOLD HEAD

Black African 68.3 64.7 69.7 70.3

Coloured 38.1 42.3 36.5 36.6

Indian 16.4 17.0 16.6 15.5

White 11.4 11.3 13.4 8.9

EDUCATION LEVEL OF HOUSEHOLD HEAD

Higher education 21.6 21.2 21.2 22.4

Completed Matric 42.3 39.6 44.7 41.4

Incomplete secondary 62.8 59.7 64.4 63.7

Complete primary 69.5 68.1 70.7 69.1

Incomplete primary 78.1 77.5 78.4 78.2

No schooling 86.1 82.6 87.1 88.5

HOUSEHOLD SIZE

7 or more members 73.8 71.1 75.2 75.0

4–6 members 54.8 52.7 55.7 55.5

1–3 members 52.6 48.2 55.2 54.1

HOUSEHOLD EMPLOYMENT

3+ adults employed 45.4 41.3 47.5 47.0

2 adults employed 43.6 43.3 43.8 43.7

1 adult employed 56.8 54.3 58.2 57.4

No adult employed 79.9 77.2 81.5 80.3

20%

CHILDREN ARE 
MORE DEPRIVED 

WHO GROW UP IN 
A FEMALE HEADED 

HOUSEHOLD BY
20%

LESS DEPRIVATION IF 
THE HOUSEHOLD HEAD 
HAS HIGHER LEVELS OF 

EDUCATION
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KEY DRIVERS OF MULTIDIMENSIONAL 
CHILD POVERTY IN SOUTH AFRICA 

MODA recognises that children need access to different 
services at different times of their young lives. 

Figure 2 provides information about the deprivation headcount poverty rates for 
children aged 0–4 by dimension and settlement type. Young children’s poverty rates 
are driven by inappropriate waste disposal services in their communities, long 
distances to the nearest health centres, poor and variable access to early 
childhood education, and living in shelters with roofs, walls and floors made 
out of rudimentary and non-permanent materials. As can be seen from the figure, 
the national poverty rate of 59.9 per cent for children aged 0–4 is driven powerfully by 
children who live in rural areas. 

The national poverty rate of 63.4 per cent for children aged 5–12 is also determined 
largely by children who live in rural areas. In this age-group, lack of school facilities, 
sub-standard types of shelter, and long distances to the nearest health centre 
are the key factors that drive the poverty rate. In other words, social infrastructure that 
is important for normal development is lacking. 
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Children aged 13–17 have the same rural disadvantage as the other age groups. Their 
national poverty rate of 62.5 per cent is driven by poor school facilities and learners 
who are older for their specific school grades; living in sub-standard housing; 
travelling long distances to the nearest health centre; and living in communities 
with inadequate waste disposal services. What sets this age-group apart is that 
the further they progress in the basic education system, the longer they take to achieve 
age-appropriate grade levels, which is indicative of quality concerns in the education 
system. They share, however, the same lack of social infrastructure needed for healthy 
and vibrant development of emerging minds. 

Figure 2: Deprivation headcount poverty rate for children by dimension and settlement type  
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