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Executive summary  

An important change in the profile of the South African youth population in the past 
few decades is their increasing share of the national population. There are currently an 
estimated number of 10.1 million people aged 15 to 24 years in South Africa. This is a 
large increase from their estimated size of 3.1 million in 1960. Their share of the 
national population increased from 17.9% in 1960 to 20.5% by the end of 2009. 
Insights from technical demographic projections suggest that this relative expansion 
of the youth population is likely to continue into the next decade, with a significant 
reversal of trend expected from about the decade of the 2020s. The demographic 
correlates of this relative increase in the size of the South African youth population 
are fairly well known. This predicable and demographically transient phenomenon is 
in large part a result of combined effects of declining levels of fertility and mortality. 
The cohorts of youth who contribute to this sizeable increase were born when fertility 
was relatively high and benefitted from overall improvements in infant, child and 
adolescent survivorship.  

The size and trend in the youth population have implications for socioeconomic 
development for which we are yet to develop adequate framework of understanding. 
The issues are more complex than the simplistic neo-Malthusian approach that blames 
the rate of population growth for most national social and economic problems. 
Scholars bring different perspectives to the debate depending on whether they 
observe youth transition in a changing society or whether they are interested in the 
macro-economics of youth demography. From a policy standpoint, there is little 
substantive case for the so-called emerging debate about whether this demographic 
experience is good or bad for the national economy. A relatively large number of 
people in the active working ages can be a demographic asset. If they have access to 
good productive forces, they will most probably generate sufficient resources to take 
care of other segments of the population. But the potential economic benefit of the 
young population could be realized only if they are healthy, well-educated, have good 
economic environment and live in a stable and predictable political environment.  
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The State of Youth in South Africa:  

A DEMOGRAPHIC PERSPECTIVE 
 

1. Introduction  

This paper draws attention to salient demographic features of the youth development 
in South Africa. Relatively large cohorts of people were born in the period when total 
fertility rate was fairly high in South Africa. As these cohorts grow into each age 
group, the structure for the national population pyramid is significantly affected. The 
issue of interest here is the momentum for future increases in the overall size of the 
population that is built into the age structure of the total population by past 
demographic dynamics. This feature is described in elementary population textbooks 
but has not been seriously studied in its own right partly because of a research culture 
that was dominated by concerns about high levels of fertility and rapid population 
growth in Africa.  

Until recently, a segmented demographic approach was considered a priority issue in 
so far as it was used to demonstrate points against rapid population growth. Today in 
South Africa, the demographic and policy contexts are somewhat different. As fertility 
continues its downward course, the perceived dangers of rapid population growth 
which motivated and determined issues of interest in the past three decades appear 
more accommodative of other important issues in the interactions of population and 
social development in South Africa. Researchers have only just begun to pay serious 
attention to a number of other important dimensions of demography outside issues 
that directly relate to concerns about rapid population growth.  

Against this background, we introduce a demographic perspective to the place and 
role of the youth population in the waves of social transition and socioeconomic 
changes that South Africa has experienced in the past two to three decades. Our 
objective is to draw attention strictly to the demographic component of the youth 
transitions in the country. Within this narrow objective, our scope is to identify the 
youth component (their basic demographic profile, absolute and relative sizes and key 
correlates of their important demographic characteristics) in the shifting size and 
structure of the South African population. Technical engagement with the issues or 
patterns and trends identified here on the demography profile of the youth population 
does not fall within the scope of this work.  

First we highlight the basic demographic profile of the South African youth that 
includes their size and provincial distribution, sex ratios, fertility, mortality and 
migration. Secondly, we give some attention to the patterns in the size, structure and 
trend of the youth population relative to other age groups in the national population. 
Thirdly we identify briefly the basic demographic changes in the past four decades 
that impact on the size of the youth population, which include trends in fertility, 
mortality and migration. Lastly we discuss the implications of the demographic profile 
of the youth population in the context of policies and commitment of the South 
African government to youth development programmes.  
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Two methodological notes are necessary. The first is about the quantitative definition 
of the youth. Officially, South Africa defines the youth as people in the 14-35 age 
range. Although definitions of the youth vary in research and development circles, 
they do not usually include such a wide age range of ages.1 For instance, the United 
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) classifies early adolescents as people aged 10-14 
years, late adolescents as people in the 15-19 age group, young people as those aged 
10-24 and the youth as people aged 15-24 years. Most contemporary demographic and 
public health researchers define the youth as people in the 15-24 age range. This 
standard definition is used in this paper in order to facilitate easy comparison with 
data and conclusions in population and health research.  

The second methodological note is about data source and quality. Our quantitative 
data sources are mainly but not limited to censuses, surveys and mid-year population 
estimates by Statistics South Africa. We also draw from estimates and projections by 
the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs and other local 
sources. These and other sources of statistical information have important limitations, 
which could constitute subjects of professional contestations among researchers. For 
our purposes here, we believe that the available data provide sufficient substantive 
insights without requiring a diversion to technical tests of data quality, a task that does 
not fall within the focus of the present work. This said, possible impacts of data 
quality should, where necessary, be built into the reading of the information provided 
or referred to in this study.  

2. Size and distribution of the youth population 

The number of people in South Africa aged 15-24 years is currently estimated to be 
10.1 million (STATSSA, 2009). Table 1 shows the South African youth population 
and its distribution by population group, sex and province. As in the total population, 
Africans constitute an overwhelming majority of the youth population. As many as 
83.7% are Africans, 7.9% are Coloureds, 2.2% are Indians and 6.2% are Whites. The 
sex ratios in Table 1 show that the number of males and females are equal for 
Africans and Coloureds. Indians and Whites have slightly more males than females in 
these two age groups (15-19 and 20-24). The number of males and females are equal 
in Gauteng and Mpumalanga. Eastern Cape and Limpopo have more males while all 
other provinces have slightly more females. Overall, numbers of males and females 
aged 15-24 years in South Africa are equal (sex ratio=100).  

 

 

 

                                                        

1 StatsSA (2004) and Molebatsi and Lesoana (2009) used the official definition in their analysis of the 
youth.  The 2003 Status of the Youth Report by Richter et al (2005) used the 18-24 age group. 
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Table 1:  The size and distribution of the youth population of South Africa, 2009 

 Numbers (000s)* 
 Males Females Total % of all 15-24  Sex ratio *** 
Population group      
African 4 240 4 247 8 487 83.7 100 
Coloured 399 399 798 7.9 100 
Indian 116 113 229 2.2 103 
White 317 308 625 6.2 103 
Province      
Eastern Cape 791 758 1 549 15.3 104 
Free State 292 297 589 5.8 98 
Gauteng 895 894 1 789 17.6 100 
KwaZulu-Natal 1 142 1 152 2 294 22.6 99 
Limpopo 637 611 1 248 12.3 104 
Mpumalanga 399 398 797 7.9 100 
North West 324 340 664 6.5 95 
Northern Cape 113 111 224 2.2 98 
Western Cape 479 506 985 9.7 95 
All South Africa 5 072 5 067 10 139 100 100 
NOTES 
*  Numbers are rounded to the nearest thousand.    
** Numbers of males per 100 females. 

Source:  Statistics South Africa, 2009 

KwaZulu-Natal has the highest share (22.6%) of the total youth population in South 
Africa. It is followed by Gauteng (17.6%), Eastern Cape (15.3%) and Limpopo 
Province (12.3%). The smallest proportion of the youth population is in Northern 
Cape (2.2%). The share of the youth population in other provinces are 5.8% for Free 
State, 6.5% for North West, 7.9% for Mpumalanga and 9.7% for Western Cape. 

3. Growth in the youth population  

Figure 1 shows the absolute size of the youth population at different periods since 
1960. From an estimated size of 3.1 million in 1960, the youth population increased 
by 35.5% in 1970, 35.8% from 1970 to 1980, 29.8% from 1980 to 1990, 23% from 
1990 to 2000 and 10% from 2000 to 2009.  
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Information about changes in the size of the youth population in more recent periods 
(1996-2007) are presented for the provinces in Figure 2. These statistics do not 
indicate radical differences in the size of the youth population in each of the provinces 
from 1996 to 2007. There are small reductions in the Eastern Cape, Free State, 
Northern Cape and North West. Limpopo and Mpumalanga show no significant 
change to the percentage of the youth population from 1996 to 2007. Gauteng, 
KwaZulu-Natal and Western Cape experienced a small increase in their shares of the 
youth population in the same period.  

 

4. Other demographic characteristics 

Other aspects of basic demographic profile of the South African youth population are 
summarised in Table 2.  These include their relationships or status in the households, 
their marital status, fertility, mortality and migration profile.  
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Table 2:  Selected basic demographic profile of South African youth population, 2007 

 15-19 yrs 20-24yrs All (15-24 yrs) 
Household relationship    
% of youth the biological son or daughter 59.0 50.2 54.7 
Marital status    
% currently married 0.9 5.8 3.3 
% currently widowed/divorced/separated 0.2 0.4 0.3 
% currently cohabiting 0.8 5.7 3.2 
% never married 98.1 88.1 93.3 
Fertility    
Age specific fertility rate 0.054 0.119 - 
% contribution to fertility rate * 11.0 24.0 35.0 
Mortality    
Age specific mortality rate ** 3.0 7.7 5.4 
Migration    
% born outside South Africa 1.0 2.3 1.7 
% living in province of birth 82.9 77.9 80.4 
NOTES 
*  Per thousand.  
** Calculated with partial and total fertility rates. 

Sources:  Statistics South Africa (2007).  Community Survey, 2007 and StatsSA (2007) Mortality statistics 
for 2006. 

4.1. Youth relationships in households 

Three features are prominent in Table 3 about the relationship of the youth with 
other members of the household. First, as would be expected, majority of teenagers in 
the 15-19 age-group (59%) live with their biological parents. The figure falls to 50.2% 
for the older population of the youth aged 20-24 years. A second feature of the 
household living arrangement of the youth population is the significant proportion of 
the youth who live with their grandparents. A total of 14.1% of all people in the 15-24 
age-group live with their grandparents —18.5% of those aged 15-19 and 9.5% of 
those aged 20-24 years. Thirdly, 7.1% of all youth are heads of the households in 
which they live. This statistic is clearly positively associated with age (2.9% for those 
in 15-19 age group and 11.5 for those in the 20-24 age group).  

Table 3:  The status of the youth in the household, 2007 

Youth household status 15-19 yrs 20-24yrs All (15-24 yrs) 
Head or acting head of household 2.9 11.5 7.1 
Husband/wife or partner 0.7 5.6 3.1 
Biological son or daughter 59.0 50.2 54.7 
Adopted son or daughter 1.6 1.3 1.5 
Stepchild 1.2 0.9 1.1 
Brother or sister 5.5 7.2 6.3 
Grandchild/Great grandchild 18.5 9.5 14.1 
Son/daughter in-law 0.9 2.0 1.4 
Other relative 8.9 9.7 8.3 
Non-related person 0.9 2.1 1.5 
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4.2. Marital status of the youth 

The proportion of young people aged 15-19 who have ever been formally married is 
small (1.2%). Among those aged 20-24, 6.2% have ever been married. There are 
roughly equal numbers of the youth living together and currently married in each age 
group (see Table 2). Table 4 shows differences in the proportions of the youth 
population who have never been married by population group and province. 
Especially among the 20-24 age group, these statistics indicate a high rate of non-
marriage among all population groups and in all provinces.  

Table 4:  Percentages of youth who have never been married, 2007 

 % never married 
 15-19 yrs 20-24yrs All (15-24 yrs) 
Population group    
African 97.5 92.8 95.2 
Coloured 96.2 90.5 93.4 
Indian 96.1 81.8 88.5 
White 92.2 86.7 89.5 
Province    
Eastern Cape 96.5 90.7 94.0 
Free State 96.3 88.6 92.6 
Gauteng 97.7 90.2 93.1 
KwaZulu-Natal 97.4 95.3 96.6 
Limpopo 97.4 90.5 94.5 
Mpumalanga 98.1 94.2 96.2 
North West 97.4 93.0 95.3 
Northern Cape 95.4 93.7 94.6 
Western Cape 95.4 90.1 92.7 
All South Africa 97.0 91.9 94.5 
    

4.3. Youth fertility 

The age specific fertility rates for the two youth age groups are .054 and .116 for the 
15-19 and 20-24 age groups respectively. Altogether, people in the 15-24 age group 
contributed 35% of the estimated total fertility rate of 2.5 in 2007 (Table 2). The age 
specific fertility rate by population group and province based on the 2001 census data 
(Table 5) show differential patterns of fertility that have characterized the South 
African demographic transition in the past few decades. 

Table 5:  Estimates of age-specific fertility rate South Africa, 2001 

 ASFR 
 15-19 yrs 20-24yrs 
Population group   
African .071 .132 
Coloured .060 .121 
Indian .022 .097 
White .014 .070 
Province   
Eastern Cape .060 .136 
Free State .056 .118 
Gauteng .048 .108 
KwaZulu-Natal .077 .135 
Limpopo .087 .157 
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Mpumalanga .088 .137 
North West .062 .127 
Northern Cape .045 .119 
Western Cape .061 .110 
All South Africa .066 .127 
   

A major feature of the childbearing patterns among the youth in South Africa is the 
high prevalence of non-marital fertility. Almost all teenage childbearing in South 
Africa are among women who have never been married. This pattern of childbearing 
is confirmed by the information in Figure 3 and Table 6. Only a small percent of all 
mothers in the 15-19 age groups were ever married. For mothers in the 20-24 age 
group the value is quite high2. 

 

Table 6 shows a fairly high level of age-specific fertility rate for women in the 15-24 
age range who have never been married, particularly among African and Indian 
population groups. Non-marital teenage childbearing is particularly high in KwaZulu 
Natal, North West, Limpopo and Gauteng.  

Table 6:  Estimates of age-specific fertility rate for women who have never been 
married. South Africa, 2003 

 ASFR 
 15-19 yrs 20-24yrs 
Population group   
African .062 .127 
Coloured .037 .113 
Indian .008 .010 

                                                        

2 This is a common feature of the emerging childbearing pattern and is common for women in all 
childbearing age groups.  Comparable data for all other age groups are that 66.5% of women in the 25-29 
age group, 78.1% of those in the 30-34 age group, 86.3% of those in the 35-39 age group, and 83.2% and 
76.7% of the 40-44 and 45-49 age groups respectively had children within a marriage.  
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White .013 .024 
Province   
Eastern Cape .043 .133 
Free State .018 .106 
Gauteng .055 .100 
KwaZulu-Natal .084 .126 
Limpopo .056 .126 
Mpumalanga .046 .132 
North West .077 .152 
Northern Cape .045 .139 
Western Cape .035 .121 
All South Africa .053 .120 
   

4.4. Youth mortality 

Detailed and recent mortality statistics for the youth population are not available. The 
mortality statistics presented here are from the 2007 cause of death data and the 
estimates from the 2007 community survey. Based on death notifications collected by 
Statistics South Africa, a total of 9023 deaths were reported for people in the 15-19 
age group and 24539 for those aged 20-24 in 2007 (STATSSA, 2009). Together, these 
represent 5.6% of all 601133 deaths that were reported in the country for 2007. The 
age-specific mortality rate estimated from the 2007 Community Survey data is higher 
among those aged 20-24 (7.7 per thousand) than in the younger age group (3.0 per 
thousand). Table 6 shows that non-natural causes accounted for as many as 44.1% of 
all deaths among young people in the 15-19 age group and 31% among those aged 20-
24 years. 

Table 7: Major causes of death among the youth, South Africa 2007 

 15-19 yrs 20-24yrs 
Natural causes 55.9% 69% 
Non-natural causes 44.1% 31% 
All 100% 100% 
Numbers  9 023 24 539 
   
Age specific mortality rate (per thousand) 3.0 7.7 
   

Source: StatsSA (2009) 

4.5. Youth migration  

Data from the 2007 Community Survey indicate that the majority of people aged 15-
24 (98.3%) were born in South Africa. Only 1.0% and 2.3% of people aged 15-19 and 
20-24 years respectively were born outside South Africa. An important aspect of 
youth migration is internal movement within the provinces. Table 7 shows 
recognisable differences in the proportions of the youth who do not live in the 
province of their birth. Overall, 80.4% of all young people aged 15-24 live in the 
province of their birth. There are significant provincial differences. For instance, only 
58.7% of the youth in Gauteng were actually born in that province. Among those 
aged 20-24 youth migration is particularly evident in Gauteng and Western Cape. 
Only 51.7% and 66.9% of the youth (aged 20-24 years) living in Gauteng and Western 
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Cape respectively were actually born in these two provinces. The rest of the youth 
population in these two provinces migrated from other provinces.  

Table 8:  Percentage of youth who live in their province of birth, 2007 

 15-19 yrs 20-24yrs 15-24yrs 
Province    
Eastern Cape 95.8 95.0 95.4 
Free State 90.3 87.0 88.7 
Gauteng 67.4 51.7 58.7 
KwaZulu-Natal 94.5 92.9 93.7 
Limpopo 93.3 91.4 92.6 
Mpumalanga 72.1 67.8 70.1 
North West 83.0 76.1 79.7 
Northern Cape 73.4 72.7 73.1 
Western Cape 76.2 66.9 71.4 
All Youth 82.9 77.9 80.4 
    

5. The relative size of the youth population 

Changes in the age structure of the youth population are clearer when examined in the 
context of the total South African population over a longer period of time. The share 
of the youth in the total population has increased significantly in the past three 
decades. Figure 4 shows that in 1960, 17.9% of the South African population was 
aged 15-24 years old. This percent rose to 19.8 in 1980 and 20.5 in 2009. The full 
significance of this shift in the youth population is better appreciated when placed in 
the context of the total South African population. Table 9 shows the estimated age 
and sex distribution of the total population of South in 1960-2007 with the youth 
component highlighted.  

 

Table 9:  Youth in the age and sex distribution of South African population, 1960-2007 

 1960 1996 2007 
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Age group Male Female Male Female Male Female 
0-4 16.8 15.9 11.4 10.6 10.7 9.9 
5-9 14.0 13.0 12.0 11.1 10.9 10.2 
10-14 11.2 11.0 11.8 11.1 10.5 9.9 
15-19 9.6 9.6 10.5 10.1 10.9 10.1 
20-24 8.2 8.4 9.8 9.8 10.1 9.6 
25-29 7.5 7.3 8.5 8.5 8.7 8.1 
30-34 6.7 6.2 7.5 7.6 8.0 7.4 
35-39 5.7 5.5 6.6 6.5 6.6 6.6 
40-44 5.0 5.1 5.3 5.3 5.6 6.1 
45-49 4.2 4.3 4.2 4.1 4.7 5.2 
50-54 3.4 3.7 3.1 3.2 3.8 4.3 
55-59 2.6 2.9 2.5 2.8 3.0 3.4 
60-64 2.0 2.4 1.8 2.6 2.1 2.3 
65-69 1.4 1.9 1.6 2.2 1.7 1.7 
70-74 0.9 1.3 1.0 1.4 1.0 1.3 
75+ 0.7 1.3 1.2 2.1 0.7 1.4 
       
N (000’s) 8 697 8 699 19 521 21 063 23 412 25 089 
       

These changes contribute significantly to the variations in the shape of the total 
population pyramid. Figure 5 shows the age pyramids of South Africa in 1960 and 
more recently in 2007. The data indicate significant changes in the base, middle and 
apex of each population pyramid. The observed differences reflect the net effects of 
important interactions of bio-demographic, economic and cultural factors in the 
society.  

Figure 5:  Population pyramid by sex, South Africa 1960 and 2007 
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Similarly, the dynamics of the age structure in the context of socioeconomic and 
demographic changes are shown in Figure 6 for African, Coloured, Indian and White 
populations based on the 2007 data. The differences in the shapes of the four 
pyramids are indicative of differential interactions of major demographic and 
socioeconomic factors in the South African society over several decades.  

Figure 6: Age and sex distribution of the four population groups, 2007 
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Recent trends in differences in the estimated relative size of the youth population are 
shown in Table 4 (is there a table missing here ???, does not correspond with table 4) 
for population groups and different provinces. Within this demographically short 
period (1996 to 2009), the share of youth in the national population did not 
experience major changes. The youth share of the total population was 20.1% in 1996 
and 20.5% in 20093, with some increase in the youth share of the total population 
amongst Africans. The youth in the other three population groups experience a 
declining trend in their number. The provinces of Eastern Cape, Limpopo and 
Mpumalanga show small increases while most others experienced no such rising 
trend.  

6. The youth and dependency ratios  

The age groups of interest in this paper fall within but not adequately encapsulating 
the range of ages that are traditionally used for quantitative analysis of the dependency 
ratio. At the same time the 15-19 and 20-24 age groups are highly relevant because 
they include and subsequently transit into other older age groups that are usually 
classified as active working ages (15-64) in the conceptualization and analysis of 
population dependency. On this basis, we summarize statistics on the projected trends 
in the dependency ratio in Table 10. The total dependency ratio has been declining for 
decades in South Africa. This decline is mainly a result of an increasing trend in the 
proportion of the population in the youth and other active working ages. The 
significant proportionate increase in the youth and older working age groups 
represents a relatively transient but important phase of the demographic experiences 
of contemporary developing countries. Interest in this phenomena especially in 
developing countries that are experiencing rapid demographic changes has generated 
opposing perspectives among economic demographers that are identifiable in the 
‘youth dividend’ versus ‘youth bulge debate (see United Nations, 2004; Mason, 2005; 
Lee and Mason, 2006; World Bank 2006 and Lam, 2007).  

Table 10. Trend in dependency ratios, 1960-2009.  

 Dependency ratio 
Year All* Youth** Old age***4 
1960 81 74 7 
1970 84 77 6 
1980 81 75 6 
1990 73 67 6 
2000 56 49 6 
2009 54 47 7 

                                                        

3 This is an example of how some demographic processes can be deceptive if observed at a relatively 
short range. 

4 The projected trend in the old age dependency ratio completes the full picture of the dynamics of the 
two phase of the demographic dividend, which is not pursued in this analysis.   
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NOTES 
* (pop 0-14 + pop 65+)/pop 15-64*100 
** (pop 0-14)/ pop 15-64 * 100 
*** (pop65+)/pop 15-64 * 100 

7. Future trends in the youth population 

The number of the South African youth population has increased from just 3.2 
million to the current size of 10.1 million. More than 20 percent of South Africa’s 
population is currently aged between 15-24 years. This is expected to grow. Presently 
31.4% of the South African population is currently under the age of 15 years. Most 
likely, the future youth of South Africa will have moved to cities in larger numbers as 
opportunities in the rural areas diminish. The major policy and development question 
would be the extent to which the social and economic expectations of the growing 
number of the South African youth will be met in the decades to come.  

Figure 6:  Projected future trends in the population pyramid, 2007 and 2050 
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8. Demographic correlates 

The major demographic trends that affect the structure of the youth and other age 
groups in a population are usually analyzed with reference on interactive changes 
between the two factors of fertility and mortality. Figure 7 shows the trends in these 
variables measured by crude birth and death rates in South from 1960 to 2015. Both 
fertility and mortality declined consistently over the decades and into the 1990s when 
the impacts of the AIDS epidemic probably affected the trend in mortality to an 
extent that is yet to be fully and empirically determined with more reliable mortality 
statistics. The pattern of decline illustrated in these two variables is known to impact 
the size and structure of the youth and other age groups. Using other more exact 
indicators, we examine briefly the courses of fertility and mortality that interact with 
the structure of the youth population of South Africa.  
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Fertility has been on a declining trend since about the beginning of the 1960s 
although the exact timing and main drivers of this change is subject to different 
professional opinions (See Caldwell, 1993 and Chimere-Dan, 1993 and 1994). 
Researchers of South African demography have a long tradition of assuming the level 
and trend of fertility in their analysis. With time fertility so routinely assumed are 
easily mistaken for empirical data and in turn used as the basis to correct empirical 
data on the level and trends in childbearing in the country. New data will shed more 
light on the exact level and speed of the fertility decline. Considering fundamental 
socio-economic and cultural transitions that the country has experienced in the past 
thirty years alongside aggressive national family planning programme that has now 
been successfully integrated into the national health services, it may not be a surprise 
if fertility has declined at a faster pace than many informed observers are prepared to 
consider. The South African fertility may well decline to a replacement level faster 
than are assumed by a number of official and unofficial data systems and analysts.  

A declining trend in mortality in South Africa was less debated until about the middle 
of the 1990s when the impacts of AIDS became a dominant factor in understanding 
and interpretation of the mortality levels and patterns. Although a decline in mortality 
is evident, this decline is highly differentiated by social and economic characteristics, 
and thus the overall gains in longevity across all population groups are not likely to be 
radically revised on a long-term basis by the impacts of the AIDS epidemic. Estimates 
of selected mortality indicators including infant mortality rate, under five mortality 
rate and expectation of life at birth (see Appendix 1) confirm that South Africa has 
made good progress in health transition which is likely to be consolidated by 
improvements in national health services.  
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South Africa has been a net receiving country with regard to international migration. 
In recent years, the profile and origins of immigrants have changed considerably to 
include more African countries and more people in the active working age groups 
from not only Europe and Asia but also African countries. Unless in exceptional 
circumstances and historical waves of massive immigration, the contribution of 
migration to changes in age structure of a national population is not as strong as the 
combined impacts of fertility and mortality. New and improved migration statistics 
for South Africa will begin to give an indication of exactly the effect of international 
immigration and emigration on the trend in age structure of the youth population. 
Presently, inter-provincial movement of young people and other age groups is an 
important factor only for the youth population in different provinces in the country. 
The more economically prosperous provinces and metropolitan areas are more likely 
than others to pull young people in numbers that are sufficient to alter the age 
structure of provincial populations.  

9. Concluding remarks 

Demographic change is at the core of a number of changes that affect the youth 
transition. This demographic dimension has neither been fully understood nor 
adequately integrated in the study of the youth in South Africa and other African 
countries. In the past, especially from about the 1960s to the late 1980s, scholars 
focused attention almost exclusively on rapid population growth and the level of 
fertility at the expense of understanding other equally important dimensions of the 
human population. Against this background the revival of interest in the demography 
of the youth population in the recent times is welcome progress in studies of 
demographic change in developing countries5. However, emerging work in this area 
appears to be dominated by revised neo-Malthusian macroeconomic perspectives. 
The challenges in youth demography will certainly benefit from a variety and 
combinations of approaches attempt to understand the demographic profile of the 
youth as a cause and a consequence of transformations in the society. Such eclectic 
approaches would be better equipped to grapple with the theoretical and conceptual 
nuances of emerging demographic shifts among the youth of South Africa that 
include a trend towards non-marriage, younger age at initiating sexual relations, an 
increasing proportion of births occurring outside a socially-recognized marital union 
and changing family patterns6. 

In South Africa as in most other countries, policy perspectives on the demographic 
profile of the youth have generally been interested to identify and if possible modify 
aspects of youth characteristics and behaviour. This follows the old model of 
population planning that required demographic indicators to either self-adjust to a 

                                                        

5 See Lee and Mason (2006), African Union (2006), United Nations (2000), Mason (2000), Partida-Bush 
(2000) and Xenox and Kabamalan (1998). 

6 The youth components of these changes have been highlighted by a number of researchers, see for 
example Chimera-Dan and Makiwane (forthcoming), Gaerene (2007), Chimere-Dan (1997), Moultrie 
(2008), Amoateng, Heaton and Kalule-Sabiti (2007), Kalule-Sabiti et al (2007) and Lloyd and Mesch 
(2008).  
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profile preferred by the state or be forced to do so with heavy-handed interventions. 
Today many policy makers recognize the fact that the interactions of population and 
other facets of development in South Africa cannot be forcefully manipulated. For 
instance, the National Population Policy (SAG, 1998) does not fully embrace a neo-
Malthusian perspective in its approach to the youth and other age groups. In a 
noticeable departure from mainstream population policy models, it implicitly redefines 
the national population problem as the challenges of poverty and lack of access to 
basic human right by the people of South Africa. More recently, the National Youth 
Policy (South African Government, 2009) committed the state to an approach that 
addresses the needs of the youth as both participants and beneficiaries of 
development programmes in the country. However, a central challenge remains how 
to translate this new understanding of the youth population into practical planning, 
monitoring and evaluations of development programmes.  

In conclusion, this paper raises a need for fresh approaches to understanding the 
youth component of the South African population in the context of fundamental 
demographic changes and prevailing socioeconomic transitions. Current patterns and 
trends in the youth population may act as a catalyst for gains in socio-economic 
growth and human development if they are provided with adequate social services in 
order to develop their skill and meet their basic development expectations. At the 
same time the large and youth population could create more pressure for the 
provision of social, educational and health infrastructure and other social services if 
the youth demography is not properly integrated into development plans and 
implementation at national, provincial and local levels.  
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