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Definition

This indicator provides the total number of children living in South Africa, as well as child population numbers 
by province, population, age group and sex. Proportions are shown for 2008.

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by province
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by province
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by province
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by province
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by province
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by province
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by province
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by province
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by province
(Population numbers in thousands)

PROVINCE 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 (%)

Eastern Cape 2,836 2,881 3,216 3,137 3,181 2,971 2,773 15%

Free State 990 980 1,064 1,114 1,118 1,138 1,049 6%

Gauteng 2,741 2,779 2,642 2,656 2,720 2,884 3,440 18%

KwaZulu-Natal 3,833 3,830 3,792 3,841 3,817 4,023 4,093 22%

Limpopo 2,501 2,533 2,616 2,615 2,660 2,504 2,393 13%

Mpumalanga 1,306 1,319 1,308 1,351 1,402 1,474 1,517 8%

North West 1,431 1,453 1,489 1,461 1,431 1,295 1,292 7%

Northern Cape 301 300 337 337 344 433 426 2%

Western Cape 1,591 1,585 1,559 1,572 1,571 1,571 1,789 10%

South Africa 17,530 17,660 18,022 18,087 18,243 18,292 18,771 100%

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by population group
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by population group
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by population group
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by population group
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by population group
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by population group
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by population group
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by population group
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by population group
(Population numbers in thousands)

POP. GROUP 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 (%)

African 14,590 14,770 15,078 15,181 15,364 15,441 15,891 85%

Coloured 1,518 1,512 1,534 1,522 1,518 1,567 1,518 8%

Indian 336 317 310 346 337 317 360 2%

White 1,086 1,061 1,099 1,038 1,023 968 1,001 5%

South Africa 17,530 17,660 18,022 18,087 18,243 18,292 18,771 100%

© Children’s Institute, University of Cape Town www.childrencount.ci.org.za

 page 1

http://www.childrencount.ci.org.za
http://www.childrencount.ci.org.za


Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by sex
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by sex
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by sex
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by sex
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by sex
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by sex
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by sex
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by sex
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by sex
(Population numbers in thousands)

SEX 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 (%)

Male 8,837 8,984 9,496 9,490 9,494 9,446 9,536 51%

Female 8,692 8,675 8,526 8,597 8,749 8,846 9,235 49%

South Africa 17,530 17,660 18,022 18,087 18,243 18,292 18,771 100%

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by age group
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by age group
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by age group
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by age group
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by age group
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by age group
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by age group
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by age group
(Population numbers in thousands)

Number of children in South Africa 2002 - 2008, by age group
(Population numbers in thousands)

AGE GROUP 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 (%)

0 - 5 yrs 5,346 5,346 5,950 6,047 6,186 6,099 6,178 33%

6 - 11 yrs 5,964 5,940 6,114 5,976 5,966 5,978 6,161 33%

12 - 17 yrs 6,219 6,374 5,958 6,063 6,092 6,216 6,432 34%

South Africa 17,530 17,660 18,022 18,087 18,243 18,292 18,771 100%

Source Statistics South Africa (2003 - 2009) General Household Survey 2002 - 2008. Pretoria, Cape Town: Statistics South Africa.

Analysis by Katharine Hall & Double-Hugh Marera, Children’s Institute, University of Cape Town

Notes 1.  Children are defined as persons aged 0 - 17 years.

2.  Population numbers have been rounded off to the nearest thousand.

What do the numbers tell us?

In mid-2008, South Africa’s total population was estimated at 48.7 million people, of whom 18.7 million were 
children (under 18 years). Children therefore constitute 39% of the total population. The child population has 
grown by about 7% (1.2 million) over the seven-year period from 2002 to 2008. 

Exactly half of all children live in three of South Africa’s nine provinces: KwaZulu-Natal (22%), Eastern Cape 
(15%) and Limpopo (13%). A further 18% of children live in Gauteng, a mainly metropolitan province, and 
10% in the Western Cape. It is not uncommon in South Africa for children to live separately from their 
biological parents, due to labour migration and care arrangements that involve extended families. 

The distribution of children across provinces is slightly different to that of adults, with a greater proportion of 
children living in provinces with large rural populations (Limpopo, the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal) and 
greater proportions of adults in the largely metropolitan provinces. Despite being the smallest province on 
the map, Gauteng accommodates nearly a quarter (24%) of all adults, and 24% of households, but only 18% 
of children. This is because of the relatively large number of adult-only households in the province. 

There have been striking changes in the provincial child populations since 2002. While there are slight 
decreases in the number of children living in the Eastern Cape, Limpopo and the North West provinces, the 
number of children living in Gauteng has risen by 25%. This may be partly the result of in-migration of 
children to join existing households, or new births within the province. Either way, the increase suggests a 
more permanent migration pattern. An increase in the child population in the Northern Cape since 2002 is 
very pronounced due to the relatively small population in that province.

Children are fairly equally distributed across the age groups, with on average just over one million children in 
each year under 18. The gender split is fairly equal too - 51% boys and 49% girls - while that in the adult 
population is slightly skewed towards women (54%).
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Technical notes
This indicator refers to the number and proportion of children under the age of 18 years who live in
South Africa. The proportions are calculated by dividing the number of children per category by the total 
number of children in the population.

The population numbers are drawn from the General Household Survey after person weights are applied. 
The person weights are calculated to yield the mid-year population figures for each year, as estimated by 
Statistics South Africa.

Strengths and limitations of the data

The data are derived from the General Household Survey, a multi-purpose annual survey conducted by the 
national statistical agency, Statistics South Africa, to collect information on a range of topics from households 
in the country’s nine provinces. The survey uses a sample of 30,000 households. These are drawn from 
Census enumeration areas using multi-stage stratified sampling and probability proportional to size 
principles. The resulting estimates should be representative of all households in South Africa.
The GHS sample consists of households and does not cover other collective institutionalised living-quarters 
such as boarding schools, orphanages, students’ hostels, old age homes, hospitals, prisons, military 
barracks and workers’ hostels. These exclusions should not have a noticeable impact on the findings in 
respect of children.

Changes in sample frame and stratification
The current master sample was used for the first time in 2004, meaning that, for longitudinal analysis, 2002 
and 2003 may not be easily comparable with later years as they are based on a different sampling frame. 
From 2006, the sample was stratified first by province and then by district council. Prior to 2006, the sample 
was stratified by province and then by urban and rural area. The change in stratification could affect the 
interpretation of results generated by these surveys when they are compared over time.

Provincial boundary changes
Provincial boundary changes occurred between 2002 and 2007, and slightly affect the provincial populations. 
Comparisons on provincial level should therefore be treated with some caution. The sample and reporting 
are based on the old provincial boundaries as defined in 2001 and do not represent the new boundaries as 
defined in December 2005.

Weights
Person and household weights are provided by Statistics South Africa and are applied in Children Count - 
Abantwana Babalulekile analyses to give estimates at the provincial and national levels. Survey data are 
prone to sampling and reporting error. Some of the errors are difficult to estimate, while others can be 
identified. One way of checking for errors is by comparing the survey results with trusted estimates from 
elsewhere. Such a comparison can give an estimate of the robustness of the survey estimates. For this 
project, GHS data were compared with estimates from the Statistics South Africa’s mid-year estimates, as 
well as the Actuarial Society of South Africa’s ASSA2003 AIDS and Demographic model.

Analyses of the seven surveys from 2002 to 2008 suggest that over- and under-estimation may have 
occurred in the weighting process:

• When comparing the weighted 2002 data with the ASSA2003 AIDS and Demographic model 
estimates, it seems that the number of children aged 0 - 9 years was under-estimated in the GHS, 
while the number of children aged 10 - 19 was over-estimated. The pattern is consistent for both 
sexes. The number of very young males aged 0 - 4 years appears to be under-estimated by 15%. 
Girls in this age group have been under-estimated by 15.8%. Males in the 10 - 14-year age group 
appear to be over-estimated by 5.7%.

• Similarly in 2003, there was considerable under-estimation of the youngest age group (0 - 9 years) 
and over-estimation of the older age group (10 - 19 years). The pattern is consistent for both sexes. 
The results also show that the over-estimation of males (9%) in the 10 - 19-year age group is more 
than double the over-estimation for females in this age range (3.8%).
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• In the 2004 results, it seems that the number of children aged 7 - 12 years was over-estimated by 6%, 
as well as the number of persons aged 13 - 22 years. The number of very young children appeared to 
have been under-estimated. The patterns of over- and under-estimation appear to differ across 
population groups. For example, the number of White children appears to be over-estimated by 14%, 
while the number of Coloured persons within the 13 - 22-year age group appears to be 9% too low.

• In 2005, the GHS weights seem to have produced an over-estimate of the number of males within 
each five-year age group. The extent of the overestimation is particularly severe for the 10 - 14-year 
age group. In contrast, the weights produce an under-estimate of the number of girls - the error seems 
greatest in respect of the younger age groups. These patterns result in male-to-female ratios of 1.06, 
1.13, 1.10 and 1.09 respectively for the four age groups covering children (ie 0 - 4, 5 - 9, 10 - 14 and 
15 - 19 years).

• The 2006 weighting process yielded the same results as in 2005. The one exception is that the under-
estimation of females is greatest in the 5 - 9 and 15 - 19-year age groups. This results in male-to-
female ratios of 1.03, 1.10, 1.11 and 1.12 respectively for the four age groups covering children.

• The 2007 weighting process produced an over-estimation for boys and an under-estimation for girls. 
The under-estimation of females is in the range of 3 - 5% while the over-estimation is in the range of 1 
- 7%. This results in male-to-female ratios of 1.07, 1.06, 1.08 and 1.08 respectively for the four age 
groups covering children.

• Overall, assuming the ASSA2003 Aids and Demographic model to be the ‘gold standard’, it appears 
that the GHS2008 over-estimates both male and female populations under the age of 19 years, except 
for 0 - 4- year-old females. The extent of over-estimation for boys is in the range 0 - 7%. It is 
particularly severe for boys aged 10 - 14 years. Over-estimation is in the range of 2 - 5% for girls aged 
five years and above. For girls aged 0 - 4 years, the ASSA2003 model suggests that these may have 
been under-estimated by about 1%. The GHS2008 suggests a sex ratio of 1.03 for children aged 0 - 4 
years, which is higher than that of the ASSA model and Statistics South Africa's mid-year estimates.

The apparent discrepancies in the seven years of data may slightly affect the accuracy of the Children Count 
- Abantwana Babalulekile estimates. Since 2005 the male and female patterns vary in respect of a particular 
characteristic, which means that the total estimate for this characteristic will be somewhat slanted toward the 
male pattern. A similar slanting will occur where the pattern for 10 - 14-year-olds, for example, differs from 
that of other age groups. Furthermore, there are likely to be different patterns across population groups.

Disaggregation
Statistics South Africa suggests caution when attempting to interpret data generated at low level 
disaggregation. The population estimates are benchmarked at the national level in terms of age, sex and 
population group while at provincial level, benchmarking is by population group only. This could mean that 
estimates derived from any further disaggregation of the provincial data below the population group may not 
be robust enough.
 
Reporting error
Error may be present due to the methodology used, ie the questionnaire is administered to only one 
respondent in the household who is expected to provide information about all other members of the 
household. Not all respondents will have accurate information about all children in the household. In 
instances where the respondent did not or could not provide an answer, this was recorded as 
“unspecified” (no response) or “don’t know” (the respondent stated that they didn’t know the answer).
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Copyright
The Children's Institute, University of Cape Town, holds copyright of the papers and publications on this site. Permission is granted to 
reproduce and distribute copies of these works for non-profit or library purposes, provided that the author, source, and copyright notice 
are included on each reproduced copy. Users who cite the material must acknowledge the author and copyright holder, and fully 
reference the work. It is also the policy of the Childrenʼs Institute to respect the intellectual property rights of others, and the authors 
have attempted to ensure that no unauthorised use of copyrighted resources occurs.

Disclaimer
Every attempt is made to ensure that the material on these pages is accurate and as up-to-date as possible. Neither the University of 
Cape Town, its Faculty of Health Sciences, staff, agents nor any other person shall be liable to whomsoever may have sustained any 
loss of any kind as a result of having relied to his/her detriment upon any information contained in or downloaded from any of the pages 
at the World Wide Web - Children Count site of the Children's Institute at the University of Cape Town.
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