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income remains because there is still a bias within 
households that the mother, either through choice or 
social conformity, is disproportionately responsible for 
the care of the child and the running of the home. 
This form of unpaid labour takes away from the time 
available to participate in income-generating activities. 

The social structure of families in typical Afri-
can households is changing as more families become 
supported by single working mothers. “Over time, 
an increasing number of women have been living in 
households without an income-earning male. One 
possible explanation for this may be the falling mar-
riage rates among African women. This has led to 
an increase in the number of households that rely 
primarily on the income earned by a woman, or on 
social grant income. Due to the gender inequalities 
that exist when households are highly dependent on 
the income received by women, they are more vul-
nerable to poverty,” says Hatch.

Data from Hatch’s research suggests an increase 
in the number of single-mother headed households 
as the number of children living in households with 
absent or deceased fathers increased from 43% in 1993 
to 57% in 2002. In a more recent study done by the 
University of Johannesburg, 55% of African rural chil-
dren under the age of 15 have absent, living fathers 
compared to 43% of African children in urban areas. 

Based on her own research, Hatch concludes that 
women in SA, on average, continue to have a lower 
economic status than men. “While there have been 
increases in female labour force participation, women 

are less likely to be employed and to earn as much as 
males. Moreover, they are more dependent on grant 
income, the value of which tends to be substantially 
lower than market earnings. A major reason for a 
higher-poverty rate among women is the growth of 
female-headed households, and the consequent lack 
of support from an income-earning male. Given 
these developments, single mothers in South Africa 
would be expected to be considerably worse off than 
their married counterparts who have a male partner 
to help support the family.”

This has been confirmed in the statistics released 
by the Old Mutual Savings and Investment Monitor 
in July 2013, showing that 53% of working mothers 
in SA are single. Sylvia Walker, market development 
manager at Old Mutual, says: “It is estimated that 
around half of single mothers receive no financial 
support. This leaves them financially more vulner-
able and generally worse off.”

The macro-economic factors are not only con-
tributing factors towards the minefield that is the 
working world for mothers, there are numerous 
other personal factors that add to the conundrum of 
whether a mother should be a full-time caregiver or 
return to the workforce.

The emoTional challenges
Ridwana Jooma-Cook, founder and owner of Being 
a Woman People Development and Honeycomb 
BEE Ratings, says for mothers to return to work 
and give up their role as primary caregivers during 
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