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LABOUR FORCE SURVEY ROUND 5: FEBRUARY 2002 
 
This statistical release presents a selection of key findings and additional tables from Stats SA’s fifth labour force 
survey (LFS), conducted in February 2002, which examines the extent of employment in both the formal and 
informal sectors of the country, and the extent of unemployment. The survey gathered detailed information on 
approximately 74 000 adults of working age (15-65 years) living in 30 000 dwell ing units across the country. This 
release also compares employment and unemployment data in February 2002 with data from the previous 
rounds of the LFS (February and September 2000, and February and September  2001), and with the survey of 
employment and earnings (SEE) of March 2002.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

The LFS is a twice-yearly rotating panel household survey, specifically designed to measure the dynamics of 
employment and unemployment in the country. It measures a variety of issues related to the labour market, including 
unemployment rates (official and expanded), according to standard definitions of the International Labour Organisation 
(ILO). For these definitions see Note 1 below.  
 
Statistics South Africa is presently using a rotating panel methodology to collect labour force statistics from households, 
to enable it to obtain a better picture of movements into and out of the labour market over time. A rotating panel sample 
involves visiting the same dwelling units on a number of occasions (in this instance, five at most), and after the panel is 
established, replacing a proportion of these dwell ing units each round (in this instance 20%). New dwell ing units are 
added to the sample to replace those that are taken out. The advantage of this type of design is that it offers the ability to 
see how the work situation of members of the same households changes over time, while retaining the larger picture of 
the overall employment situation in the country. It also allows for both longitudinal and cross-sectional analysis. 
 
The first pilot round of LFS fieldwork took place in February 2000, based on a probabili ty sample of 10 000 dwelling 
units. The sample was increased to 30 000 dwelling units in September 2000. The results of both of these surveys were 
published as discussion documents. The third round of the LFS took place in February 2001, using the same 30 000 
dwell ing units as the second round. The results of this third round were published as official statistics. The results of the 
fourth round conducted in September 2001, when a new sample of 30 000 dwelling units were visited, since 
respondents were complaining of response fatigue, were also published as official statistics. The present document gives 
the findings from the fifth round of the LFS, which took place in February 2002. Rotation of 20% of the new sample, as 
started in September 2001, was implemented during this round. Of the 30 000 dwelling units visited during the fourth 
LFS, 80% were visited again for the fifth round. The remaining 20% comprised new dwell ing units.  
 
All the labour force survey results, at this stage, are based on a cross-sectional analysis. A longitudinal analysis of the 
first three rounds of the survey is currently underway. 
 
THE LABOUR MARKET IN FEBRUARY 2002 
 

In Table A, Stats SA gives the overall labour market trends for February 2002, based on the official definition of 
unemployment (see Note 1 for this definition). It looks at:  
(a) the estimated total number of people in the age category 15-65 years (those of working age),  
(b) the number of people in this age category who were not economically active (for example, full-time students, full-

time homemakers, retired people and the disabled who are unable to work),  
(c) those who were economically active (both the employed and the unemployed according to the official definition of 

unemployment),  
(d) the labour market participation rate (the percentage of all people aged 15-65 years who are economically active), 

and  
(e) the labour absorption rate (the percentage of all those aged 15-65 years who are actually employed) in February 

2002.    
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The table shows that, in February 2002, there were an estimated 27,7 million people aged between 15 and 65 years. 
Among these people: 
• 16,1 mil lion were economically active, of whom 

� 11,4 million were employed, and 
� 4,7 mill ion were unemployed. 

• In addition, 11,5 mill ion were not economically active, of whom 
� 4,8 mill ion were full-time scholars, 
� 1,1 mill ion were full-time homemakers, 
� 1,2 mill ion were disabled or chronically ill , hence unable to work, 
� 0,8 mill ion were either too young or too old to work, and 
� 0,3 mill ion were retired. 
� The remainder were not economically active for other reasons. 

• The official unemployment rate is estimated to be 29,4%. 
 

TABLE A: L ABOUR M ARKET TRENDS IN FEBRUARY 2002 
ACCORDING TO THE OFFICIAL  DEFINITION OF UNEMPLOYMENT 

 (000s) 
a Total employed 11 393 
b Total unemployed (official definit ion) 4 738 
c Total economically active = a + b 16 130 
d Total not economically active 11 543 
e Total aged 15−−−−65 years = c + d 27 673 
f Off icial unemployment rate = b * 100 / c 29,4% 
g Labour  market par ticipation rate = c * 100 / e 58,3% 
h Labour  absorption rate = a * 100 / e 41,2% 

 
LABOUR MARKET CHANGES BETWEEN FEBRUARY 2000 AND FEBRUARY 2002  
 

The main labour market trends 
 

Table B is read as follows.  In the section of rows marked a, and in the column labeled “Estimate (000s)”  we see that a 
total of 11 880 000 people were estimated to be employed in February 2000. The lower limit of this estimate, within 
95% confidence limits, is 11 491 000, while the upper limit is 12 268 000. In other words, we are 95% sure that the 
actual number of people who were employed in February 2000 is somewhere between 11 491 000 and 12 268 000, 
taking sampling error into account.  
 
The table shows the following trends: 
• Between February 2000 and February 2002, the number of people in the age category 15–65 years (the working age 

population) has increased from about 26,5 mil lion to about 27,7 million. 
• The total number of those who are not economically active has fluctuated over time, from about 9,8 mil lion in 

February 2000 to about 12,0 million in September 2001, and then to 11,5 million in February 2002. This 
fluctuation, as we shall see, varies with the number of people who are actually employed in subsistence agriculture 
and in the informal sector at any given time. 

• The total number of employed people also fluctuates over time, from a low of only 10,8 mill ion in September 2001 
to a high of 11,9 million in February 2000. This figure is also largely related to employment in subsistence 
agriculture and the informal sector. 

• The actual number of unemployed people, using the official definition, taking sampling error into account, is 
showing a probable increase over time, from about 4,3 million to about 4,7 million. 

• The official unemployment rate has varied over this time period from a low of 25,8% in September 2000 to a high 
of 29,5% in September 2001, and 29,4% in February 2002. 

 
In summary, the number of employed people, except for an unusual decrease in September 2001, particularly in 
subsistence agriculture, has remained constant over time. The number of unemployed has gradually increased. The total 
number of those who are economically active has also gradually increased, while the number of those who were not 
economically active has also gradually increased.  
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TABLE B: LFS COMPARISON 
FEBRUARY 2000, SEPTEMBER 2000, FEBRUARY 2001, SEPTEMBER 2001 AND FEBRUARY 2002  

L ABOUR MARKET MEASUREMENTS,  
USING THE OFFICIAL DEFINITION OF UNEMPLOYMENT 

WITHIN 95% CONFI DENCE L IMITS 
 
 
Var iable 

 
Lower limit 

(000s) 

 
Estimate 

(000s) 

 
Upper limit 

(000s) 
Total employed = a    

Feb 2000 11 491 11 880 12 268 
Sep 2000 11 446 11 712 11 979 
Feb 2001 11 563 11 837 12 111 

a 

Sep 2001 10 602 10 833 11 063 
 Feb 2002 11 131 11 393 11 655 

Total unemployed (official definit ion) = b    
Feb 2000 4 085 4 333 4 581 
Sep 2000 3 910 4 082 4 254 
Feb 2001 4 069 4 240 4 412 

b 

Sep 2001 4 343 4 525 4 707 
 Feb 2002 4 553 4 738 4 923 

Total  economically active = a + b = c    
Feb 2000 15 730 16 213 16 696 
Sep 2000 15 453 15 794 16 135 
Feb 2001 15 728 16 077 16 427 

c 

Sep 2001 15 057 15 358 15 659 
 Feb 2002 15 801 16 130 16 460 

Total not economically active = d    
Feb 2000 9 798 10 242 10 685 
Sep 2000 10 815 11 100 11 386 
Feb 2001 10 763 11 044 11 324 

d 

Sep 2001 11 706 12 006 12 307 
 Feb 2002 11 239 11 543 11 846 

Total aged 15−−−−65 years = c + d = e    
Feb 2000 25 705 26 454 27 203 
Sep 2000 26 385 26 894 27 404 
Feb 2001 26 596 27 121 27 646 

e 

Sep 2001 26 878 27 365 27 851 
 Feb 2002 27 158 27 673 28 188 

Official unemployment rate = b * 100 / c = f    
Feb 2000 25,5% 26,7% 27,9% 
Sep 2000 25,0% 25,8% 26,7% 
Feb 2001 25,6% 26,4% 27,2% 

f 

Sep 2001 28,8% 29,5% 30,3% 
 Feb 2002 28,4% 29,4% 30,3% 

Labour  market par ticipation rate = c *100 / e = g    
Feb 2000 60,2% 61,3% 62,3% 
Sep 2000   58,0% 58,7% 59,4% 
Feb 2001 58,6% 59,3% 60,0% 

g 

Sep 2001 55,4% 56,1% 56,8% 
 Feb 2002 57,6% 58,3% 60,0% 

Labour  absorption rate = a * 100 / e = h    
Feb 2000  43,8% 44,9%   46,0% 
Sep 2000   42,8% 43,5%   44,3% 
Feb 2001 42,9% 43,6% 44,4% 

h 

Sep 2001 38,8% 39,6% 40,3% 
 Feb 2002 40,4% 41,2% 41,9% 
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Changes in employment between February 2000 and February 2002 by economic sector 
 

When comparing employment trends by sector between the five LFS surveys conducted so far, Table C indicates the 
following. 
• The total number of employed people showed a fluctuating pattern between February 2000 and February 2002. For 

example, there was a decrease in the total number of employed people between February 2001 and September 
2001, and then an increase in February 2002. These swings may be due, at least in part, to seasonal factors 
influencing, in particular, employment in subsistence agriculture and informal businesses.  

• The number of people employed in the formal sector, excluding agriculture had, however, remained approximately 
stable from February 2000 to February 2002. The slight differences found in formal non-agricultural employment 
can be attributed to sampling error. 

• Employment in commercial agriculture has also remained more or less stable over the time period, at 
approximately 0,7 mil lion people.  

 
TABLE C: LFS COMPARISON 

FEBRUARY 2000, SEPTEMBER 2000, FEBRUARY 2001, SEPTEMBER 2001 AND FEBRUARY 2002 
SECTOR IN WHICH EMPLOYED PEOPLE WORK 
ESTIM ATES WITHIN 95% CONFIDENCE L IMITS 

  
Var iable 

Lower limit 
(000s) 

Estimate 
(000s) 

Upper limit 
(000s) 

Total employed    
Feb 2000 11 491 11 880 12 268 
Sep 2000 11 446 11 712 11 979 
Feb 2001 11 563 11 837 12 111 
Sep 2001 10 602 10 833 11 063 
Feb 2002 11 131 11 393 11 655 

Employed in the formal sector  (excluding agr iculture)    
Feb 2000 6 413 6 678 6 942 
Sep 2000 6 647 6 842 7 036 
Feb 2001 6 481 6 678 6 876 
Sep 2001 6 682 6 873 7 064 
Feb 2002 6 827 7 036 7 245 

Employed in commercial agr iculture    
Feb 2000 662 757 852 
Sep 2000 606 667 728 
Feb 2001 636 699 761 
Sep 2001 611 666 720 
Feb 2002 648 734 821 

Employed in subsistence or  small-scale agr iculture    
Feb 2000 1 350 1 508 1 667 
Sep 2000 890 965 1 039 
Feb 2001 585 653 722 
Sep 2001 326 359 394 
Feb 2002 722 792 863 

Employed in the informal sector     
Feb 2000 1 704 1 821 1 936 
Sep 2000 1 861 1 933 2 006 
Feb 2001 2 573 2 665 2 757 
Sep 2001 1 808 1 873 1 938 
Feb 2002 1 683 1 767 1 851 

Employed in domestic service    
Feb 2000 940 1 001 1 061 
Sep 2000 952 999 1 046 
Feb 2001 870 914 959 
Sep 2001 880 916 952 
Feb 2002 917 972 1 027 

 
• In subsistence agriculture or small-scale farming, however, there were significant changes over time. In February 

2000, there were 1,5 mil lion people in subsistence farming, decreasing to 1,0 mill ion in September 2000, 0,7 
mil lion in February 2001, 0,4 mil lion in September 2001 and then increasing significantly to 0,8 million in 
February 2002. Rainfall, drought and other weather conditions as well other natural factors may all influence the 
extent of subsistence agricultural activity at any given time. Subsistence agriculture employment is proving to be 
unstable and difficult to measure every six months. A longer time series is required to obtain a better understanding 
of factors influencing employment in the sector.  
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• In the case of employment in the informal sector, some variation is again apparent, with a high of 2,7 mil lion 
people working in informal businesses in February 2001, as against approximately 1,8 mill ion to 1,9 mil lion 
working in the sector at other times when the LFS was conducted. An interval of six months is proving to be 
inadequate in understanding the dynamics of the sector. 

• In domestic service, the number of people employed in the sector has also remained more or less constant over 
time.  

 
In summary, both in the informal, subsistence agricultural sector and the informal sector as a whole, employment trends 
tend to vary as a result of seasonal and other factors. The informal sector may offer less secure, possibly short-term 
employment opportunities. People within the sector may be leaving it and re-entering it at different rates at various 
times of the year. Those in these sectors who are perhaps having a downturn and are not working are l ikely to define 
themselves as not economically active, rather than as unemployed. In addition, unless carefully probed, people may not 
regard subsistence agriculture and informal economic activity as work. The picture on informal work is thus an unstable 
one. 
 
Employment by industry 
 

Figure 1 and Table D show that:  
• Employment in mining, manufacturing, electricity, construction and transport, community services and in private 

households has remained more or less stable over the time period February 2000 to February 2002. 
• On the other hand, employment in agriculture decreased from 2,3 million people in February 2000 to 1,1 mill ion in 

September 2001 and increased again in February 2002 to 1,5 mil lion people. This fluctuation, as we have seen, is 
mainly due to large variations in subsistence farming activity. 

• Whilst employment in the trading industries has remained stable over the time period, the figure between 
September 2000 and February 2001 increased significantly, and a significant decrease, on the other hand was found 
between February 2001 and September 2001. A large number of trading businesses are informal, and the instabili ty 
in informal trading may explain some of these differences. 

• Between February 2000 and February 2002, employment in business service industries (finance) also increased 
significantly. 

 
Figure 1: Employment by industry: February 2000, September  2000, 

February 2001, September  2001 and February 2002 
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TABLE D:  LFS COMPARISON,  
FEBRUARY 2000, SEPTEMBER 2000, FEBRUARY 2001, SEPTEMBER 2001 AND FEBRUARY 2002 

EMPLOYMENT BY INDUSTRY 
WITHIN 95%  CONFIDENCE L IM ITS 

 
Variable 

Lower  l imit  
(000s) 

Est imate 
(000s) 

%  Upper  l imit 
(000s) 

Total  employed      
Feb 2000 11 491 11 880 100,0 12 268 
Sep 2000 11 446 11 712 100,0 11 979 
Feb 2001 11 563 11 837 100,0 12 111 
Sep 2001 10 602 10 833 100,0 11 063 
Feb 2002 11 131 11 393 100,0 11 655 

Employed by industry     
Agriculture     

Feb 2000 2 102 2 285 19,2 2 468 
Sep 2000 1 593 1 694 14,5 1 795 
Feb 2001 1 296 1 394 11,8 1 493 
Sep 2001 981 1 051 9,7 1 121 
Feb 2002 1 432 1 538 13,5 1 645 

Mining     
Feb 2000 393 467 3,9 542 
Sep 2000 478 531 4,5 583 
Feb 2001 455 504 4,3 553 
Sep 2001 437 487 4,5 537 
Feb 2002 413 482 4,2 550 

Manufacturing     
Feb 2000 1 380 1 469 12,4 1 559 
Sep 2000 1 506 1 576 13,5 1 645 
Feb 2001 1 551 1 627 13,7 1 702 
Sep 2001 1 540 1 605 14,8 1 671 
Feb 2002 15 32 1 614 14,2 1 695 

Electricity     
Feb 2000 73 88 0,7 102 
Sep 2000 73 82 0,7 91 
Feb 2001 83 93 0,8 103 
Sep 2001 83 95 0,9 106 
Feb 2002 70 85 0,7 99 

Construction     
Feb 2000 550 596 5,0 643 
Sep 2000 607 639 5,5 670 
Feb 2001 561 589 5,0 617 
Sep 2001 566 594 5,5 622 
Feb 2002 503 544 4,8 585 

Trade     
Feb 2000 2 300 2 434 20,5 2 569 
Sep 2000 2 340 2 426 20,7 2 513 
Feb 2001 2 824 2 916 24,6 3 008 
Sep 2001 2 317 2 397 22,1 2 478 
Feb 2002 2 206 2 305 20,2 2 403 

Transport      
Feb 2000 509 547 4,6 585 
Sep 2000 523 551 4,7 578 
Feb 2001 525 554 4,7 583 
Sep 2001 514 543 5,0 571 
Feb 2002 515 556 4,9 597 

Business services     
Feb 2000 779 837 7,0 896 
Sep 2000 875 928 7,9 981 
Feb 2001 929 985 8,3 1 042 
Sep 2001 920 975 9,0 1 030 
Feb 2002 958 1 033 9,1 1 108 

Community ser vices     
Feb 2000 1 793 1 900 16,0 2 007 
Sep 2000 1 912 1 994 17,0 2 076 
Feb 2001 1 920 2 000 16,9 2 079 
Sep 2001 1 908 1 988 18,3 2 068 
Feb 2002 1 926 2 020 17,7 2 114 

Private households     
Feb 2000 1 007 1 187 10,0 1 267 
Sep 2000 1 149 1 205 10,3  1 260 
Feb 2001 1 043 1 099 9,3 1 155 
Sep 2001 1 014 1 055 9,7 1 096 
Feb 2002 1 095 1 159 10,2 1 224 

Totals include unspecified 
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Unemployment in urban and non-urban areas (official definition) 
 
Figure 2 shows that between February 2000 and February 2002 the official unemployment rate increased in non-urban 
areas while it remained more or less stable, but with some fluctuation, in urban areas. It is important to note that a 
decrease in the unemployment rate in non-urban areas is found between September 2001 and February 2002. This 
decrease could be due to the increasing employment in subsistence agriculture between September 2001 and February 
2002, which is noticed in Table C.   
 
Figure 2: Official unemployment rate in urban and non-urban areas: 
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Unemployment by province (official definition)  
 
Figure 3 shows that between September 2001 and February 2002 there was an increase in the official unemployment in 
all provinces except Eastern Cape, Gauteng and Mpumalanga.  

 
Figure 3: Official unemployment rate by province 
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Unemployment by population group (official definition) 
 
Figure 4 indicates a high official unemployment rate for Africans compared to the other population groups. Whilst this 
is true, a slight decrease was found between September 2001 and February 2002. An increase in the percentage of 
unemployed people among the coloured population is noticeable between September 2001 and February 2002. For 
Indian and white people, the unemployment rate has remained more or less the same from February 2000 to February 
2002, African unemployment rose sharply in September 2001. 
 
Figure 4: Official unemployment rate by population group:  

February 2000, September  2000, February 2001,  
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Unemployment by population group and sex (official definition) 
 
Figure 5 indicates that the official unemployment rate in February 2000 was highest among African women and lowest 
among white men. In all population groups the number of the unemployed females exceeds that of unemployed males.  
 
Figure 5: Official unemployment rate by population group and sex: February 2002 
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EMPLOYMENT IN THE FORMAL AND INFORMAL SECTORS: FEBRUARY 2002  
 
Formal and informal sector employment by industry 
 
The industries providing the greatest percentage of employment are di fferent, depending on whether these are in the 
formal or informal sectors. Table E is based on the LFS of February 2002. It examines the industry in which people 
work in both the formal and informal sectors. Domestic work is indicated in a separate column. The table shows that: 
• Among people working in the formal sector, 24,0% were found in community and social services, while 18,2% 

were involved in wholesale and retail trade, 18,1% in manufacturing, 12,4 in business services and 9,5% in 
agriculture. 

• Among people working in the informal sector, on the other hand, 31,1% were in agriculture, 34,2% in trade, 8,6% 
in construction and 5,6% in community services. 

 
TABLE E: EMPLOYMENT IN THE FORMAL AND INFORMAL SECTORS BY INDUSTRY 

(INCLUDING AGRICULTURE), FEBRUARY 2002 
Formal Informal Domestic  Total  

 
Industry 

N  
(000s) 

 
%  

N  
(000s) 

 
% 

N 
(000s) 

 
% 

N 
(000s) 

 
% 

Agriculture 734 9,5 792 31,0   1 538 13,5 
Mining 477 6,1 3 0,1   482 4,2 

Manufactur ing 1 409 18,1 189 7,3   1 614 14,1 
Electr icity 83 1,2 1 0,0   85 0,7 

Construction 315 4,1 220 8,6   544 4,8 
Trade 1 411 18,2 876 34,2   2 305 20,2 

Transport 459 5,9 88 3,4   556 4,9 
Business services 962 12,4 68 2,7   1 033 9,1 

Community services 1 868 24,0 145 5,6   2 020 17,7 
Private households 12 0,2 175 6,8 972 100,0 1 159 10,2 

Other/unspecified industry 40 0,5 2 0,1   57 0,5 
Total 7 771 100,0 2 559 100,0 972 100,0 11 393 100,0 

 
Comparison of formal employment figures in the LFS and the SEE 
 
Formal sector employment figures may be obtained from various other Stats SA data sets, including the survey of 
employment and earnings (SEE), which collects information on formal employment in South Africa (excluding certain 
industries, divisions and activities as described below).  
 
The comparable results to the LFS of February 2002 are from the SEE of March 2002. The comparable results to the 
LFS of September 2001 are from the SEE of the same month. It needs to be borne in mind that SEE obtains data from 
businesses, while in the LFS households, rather than businesses, are sampled.   
 
Households contain people working in all industries. When complex probability sampling is used, people have the same 
chance of being selected in their particular stratum in the sample as their overall proportion in a particular industry within 
that stratum.  
 
The SEE on the other hand collects information from formal sector businesses, excluding the following: 
• agriculture, hunting, forestry and fishing,  
• restaurants and other eating and drinking places, boarding houses, caravan parks, guest farms, 
• water and air transport, 
• financial institutions excluding banks, 
• real estate and business services, 
• educational services outside the public sector, 
• medical, dental and other health services outside the public sector,  
• welfare organisations outside the public sector, 
• religious organisations, 
• recreational and cultural services, 
• household services and domestic workers in private households, and 
• informal businesses. 
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Table F indicates that SEE shows a decline in formal sector employment in the industries and divisions that it includes. 
The LFS, on the other hand, shows an increase in formal sector employment over time, in the industries and divisions that 
are not well covered by SEE.  
 

TABLE F: COMPARISONS OF FORMAL SECTOR EMPLOYMENT ACCORDING TO THE LFS 
AND THE SEE 

February/ 
March 2000 

September 
2000 

February/ 
March 2001 

September 
2001 

February/ 
March 2002 

 

(000s) (000s) (000s) (000s) (000s) 
 
Employed according to SEE  

 
4 754 

 
4 685 

 
4 676 

 
4 650 

 
4 634 

Employed in formal sector in 
activities which are not covered 
in SEE  

 
1 924 

 
2 157 

 
2 002 

 
2 223 

 
2 403 

 
Comparison of formal sector employment by industry in the LFS and the SEE of February/March 2002 
 
As indicated previously, the SEE excludes a range of businesses not only in certain industries but also in divisions 
within industries, which may indeed be formal businesses.  
 
Table G indicates significant differences in all types of industry between LFS and SEE.  
 
The SEE finds less employment than the LFS in all types of industry. It would therefore seem as if formal sector 
employment is growing in those industries or divisions that are not well covered by SEE. This may be indicative of a 
shift to the tertiary rather than the secondary sector in new job opportunities. It may also be indicative of outsourcing of 
non-core business in some industries.   
 

TABLE G: THE FORMAL SECTOR AS MEASURED IN THE LFS OF FEBRUARY 2002 AND THE 
SEE OF MARCH 2002 

LFS 95% confidence 
limits 

SEE  

N (000s) Lower Upper N (000s) 

Stat. 
significance 

Agriculture (734) (648) (821) - - 
Mining 477 409 546 399 Sign. 

Manufacturing 1 409 1 332 1 486 1 254 Sign. 

Electricity 83 69 98 39 Sign. 

Construction 315 284 345 214 Sign. 

Trade 1 411 1 334 1 488 881 Sign. 

Transport 459 422 497 206 Sign. 

Business services 962 890 1 033 190 Sign. 

Community services (excluding domestic)  1 868 1 776 1 959 1 451 Sign. 

Home businesses, other and unspecified (52)   -  

Total (excluding agr iculture, home 
business, other and unspecified) 

 
6 984 

 
6 777 

 
7 192 

 
4 650 

 
Sign. 

 
 
LABOUR MARKET TRENDS: EXPANDED DEFINITION OF UNEMPLOYMENT 
 
The main difference between the official and the expanded definitions of unemployment is the requirement in the 
former that, in order to be classified as unemployed, a person must have engaged in job seeking in the four weeks prior 
to the interview (see Note 1 for both definitions).  Table H below gives overall labour market trends over the five rounds 
of the LFS, based on the expanded definition of unemployment.  
 
Table H shows that, using the expanded definition of unemployment, the size of the economically active population, the 
number of unemployed people and the unemployment rate increased substantially, compared with using the official 
definition. A large group of people who were available for work did not actively seek work in the four weeks prior to 
the interview, throughout the five LFS surveys.  
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TABLE H: LFS COMPARISON,  
FEBRUARY 2000, SEPTEMBER 2000, FEBRUARY 2001, SEPTEMBER 2001 AND FEBRUARY 2002 

USING THE EXPANDED DEFINITION OF UNEMPLOYMENT 
WITHIN 95% CONFIDENCE LIMITS 

 
Var iable 

Lower limit 
(000s) 

Estimate 
(000s) 

Upper limit 
(000s) 

Total employed (000s) = a     
Feb 2000 11 491 11 880 12 268 
Sep 2000 11 446 11 712 11 979 
Feb 2001 11 563 11 837 12 111 

 
 
a 

Sep 2001 10 602 10 833 11 063 
 Feb 2002 11 131 11 393 11 655 

Total unemployed (expanded definition) (000s) = b     
Feb 2000 6 231 6 553 6 874 
Sep 2000 6 339 6 559 6 780 
Feb 2001 6 730 6 961 7 191 

 
 
b 

Sep 2001 7 449 7 698 7 947 
 Feb 2002 7 632 7 876 8 119 

Total economically active (000s) = a + b = c     
Feb 2000 17 898 18 432 18 967 
Sep 2000 17 899 18 272 18 645 
Feb 2001 18 414 18 798 19 182 

 
 
c 

Sep 2001 18 186 18 531 18 876 
 Feb 2002 18 898 19 268 19 639 

Total not economically active (000s) = d     
Feb 2000 7 671 8 022 8 373 
Sep 2000 8 391 8 623 8 854 
Feb 2001 8 107 8 323 8 539 

 
 
d 

Sep 2001 8 602 8 834 9 065 
 Feb 2002 8 174 8 405 8 636 

Total aged 15−−−−65 years (000s) = c + d = e     
Feb 2000 25 705 26 454 27 203 
Sep 2000 26 385 26 894 27 404 
Feb 2001 26 596 27 121 27 646 

 
 
e 

Sep 2001 26 878 27 365 27 851 
 Feb 2002 27 158 27 673 28 188 

Expanded unemployment rate = b *  100 / c = f     
Feb 2000 34,3% 35,5% 36,8% 
Sep 2000 35,0% 35,9% 36,8% 
Feb 2001 36,2% 37,0% 37,9% 

 
 
f 

Sep 2001 40,6% 41,5% 42,5% 
 Feb 2002 40,0% 40,9% 41,8% 

L abour  market par t icipation rate = c *100 / e = g     
Feb 2000 68,8% 69,7% 70,6% 
Sep 2000 67,4% 67,9% 68,5% 
Feb 2001 68,8% 69,3% 69,9% 

 
 
g 

Sep 2001 67,1% 67,7% 68,3% 
 Feb 2002 69,1% 69,6% 70,2% 

L abour  absorption rate = a * 100 / e = h    
Feb 2000 43,8% 44,9% 46,0% 
Sep 2000 42,8% 43,5% 44,3% 
Feb 2001 42,9% 43,6% 44,4% 

 
 
h 

Sep 2001 38,8% 39,6% 40,3% 
 Feb 2002 40,4% 41,2% 41,9% 

 
 
 
 
 Mr Pali Lehohla  
 Statistician-General: Statistics South Afr ica 
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NOTES 
 
1. Official and expanded unemployment rates 
Statistics South Africa (Stats SA) uses the following definition of unemployment as its official definition. The 
unemployed are those people within the economically active population who: (a) did not work during the seven days 
prior to the interview, (b) want to work and are available to start work within a week of the interview, and  (c) have 
taken active steps to look for work or to start some form of self-employment in the four weeks prior to the interview. 
The expanded unemployment rate excludes criterion (c).  
 
Among those who are included in the expanded but not the official definition of unemployment will be discouraged job 
seekers (those who said they were unemployed but had not taken active steps to find work in the four weeks prior to the 
interview).  
 
Stats SA reports on the situation of the unemployed using both the official and the expanded definition. In the present 
economic climate, there is a proportion of discouraged work seekers who face constraints, for example high travel costs 
and lack of transport, when seeking work. 
  
2. Sample design 
For the LFS a rotating panel sample design is being used, to allow for measurement of change in people’s employment 
situation over time. The same dwellings will be visited on, at most, five different occasions. After this, new dwelling units 
will  be included for interviewing from the same PSU in the master sample. This means a rotation of 20% of dwelling units 
each time.   
 
The LFS samples of February and September 2000 were drawn from a master sample, in which the same primary sampling 
units will be visited in future LFSs. The database of enumerator areas (EAs), as established during the demarcation phase 
of Census ’96, constituted the sampling frame for selecting EAs for the LFS. As part of the master sample, small EAs 
consisting of fewer than 100 dwelling units were combined with adjacent EAs to form primary sampling units (PSUs) of at 
least 100 dwelling units, to allow for repeated sampling of dwelling units within each PSU. The sampling procedure for the 
master sample involved explicit stratification by province and within each province, by urban and non-urban areas. 
Independent samples of PSUs were drawn for each stratum within each province. The smaller provinces were given a 
disproportionately larger number of PSUs than the bigger provinces. Simple random sampling was applied to select 10 
dwelling units to visit in each PSU as ultimate sampling units. If more than one household is found in the same dwelling 
unit all such households are interviewed.  
  
Altogether, 3 000 PSUs were drawn for the master sample, by means of probability proportional to size principles in each 
stratum. The measure of size was the number of dwelling units in each PSU. A subset of 1 000 PSUs was drawn for the 
pilot LFS of February 2000. This was increased to 3 000 PSUs for September 2000 and February 2001, in which the same 
30 000 dwelling units were visited. In September 2001a new sample of 30 000 dwelling units was drawn. In February 2002 
80% of the dwelling units sampled in September 2001 were sampled again. The remaining 20% comprised new dwelling 
units. 
 
3. Coverage 
The target population is all private households and residents in workers hostels. The survey does not cover institutions 
such as student hostels, old age homes, hospitals, prisons and military barracks.  
 
4. Weighting the LFS of February 2002 
A two-stage weighting procedure was done on LFS February 2002. The first stage weighted the results to separate 
estimates of the population size, based on the population census of October 1996, as adjusted by a post-enumeration 
survey (PES). The second stage used post-stratification by province, gender, population group and five-year interval age 
groups based on mid-year estimates.  
 
5. Symbols used in the tables that follow 
When a dash (-) is shown there were no respondents in the category.  
When a single asterisk (*) is shown in the table, the sample size was too small to give reliable estimates. 
 
6. Comparability of results with other Stats SA data sources 
The survey of employment and earnings (SEE) collects information on formal employment in South Africa. The 
comparable results of the SEE, i.e. for March and September, are published in June and December in statistical release 
P0271. 
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7. Urbanisation 
The urban population constituted 54,1% of the total population according to Census ’96. In the weighting matrix for the 
LFS of February 2002, the proportionate distribution of the population by urban and non-urban areas was based on the 
population census of 1996. It follows that urbanisation cannot be detected from the LFS, but will be measured by 
comparing Census ’96 with Census 2001. 
 
8. Confidence intervals 
Stats SA have calculated 95% confidence limits for key variables. These are available on request to users who require this 
information.  
 
DEFINITIONS OF TERMS 
 
A household consists of a single person or a group of people who live together for at least four nights a week, who eat 
together and who share resources. 
 
A dwelling unit is any structure or part of a structure or group of structures occupied by one or more than one 
household; or which is vacant or under construction but could be l ived in at the time of the survey. The dwelling unit is 
the major listing unit for this survey. However, i f multiple households are identified during listing, then each household 
is listed separately. But the listing unit is not primarily households, as multiple households are sometimes discovered at 
the time of the survey. In workers hostels, (1) where rooms are occupied by individual persons/households, then each 
room is treated as a dwelling unit, and (2) in the case of dormitories/communal rooms, each bed is listed separately and 
treated as a dwelling unit. It is important to note that the dwell ing unit as defined here was also the selection unit for our 
sample. 
 
Population group describes the racial classification of a particular group of South African citizens. The previous 
government used legislation to impose this type of classification, to divide the South African population into distinct 
groupings on which to base apartheid policies. For quite a different reason it remains important for Stats SA to continue 
to use this classification wherever possible. It clearly indicates the effects of discrimination of the past, and permits 
monitoring of policies to alleviate discrimination. Note that, in the past, population group was based on a legal 
definition, but it is now based on self-perceptions and self-classification. An African/black person is someone who 
classifies him/herself as such. The same applies to a coloured, Indian/Asian or white person. 
 
A hostel is a communal living quarter for workers, provided by a public organisation such as a local authority, or a 
private organisation such as a mining company. These were residential dormitories established for migrant workers 
during the apartheid era, and they continue to house people working in certain industries, such as the mining industry. 
 
Institutions are communal temporary, semi-permanent or permanent l iving arrangements for people in special 
circumstances, for example prisons, police cells, school boarding facil ities, homes for the aged or the disabled, hotels 
and hospitals. 
 
The working age population includes all those aged between 15 and 65 years. 
 
The economically active population consists of both those who are employed and those who are unemployed. 
 
The employed are those who performed work for pay, profit or family gain in the seven days prior to the survey 
interview, or who were absent from work during these seven days, but did have some form of paid work during this 
time. 
 
The official unemployment rate: see Note 1. 
 
The expanded unemployment rate: see Note 1. 
 
The people who are out of the labour market or who are not economically active are those who are not available for 
work. This category includes full-time scholars and students, full-time homemakers, those who are retired, and those 
who are unable or unwilling to work. 
 
The formal sector includes all businesses that are registered in any way.  
 
The informal sector consists of those businesses that are not registered in any way. They are generally small in nature, 
and are seldom run from business premises. Instead, they are run from homes, street pavements or other informal 
arrangements. 
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Primary industries include agriculture, forestry and fishing, and mining and quarrying. 
 
Secondary industries include manufacturing, electricity and other uti lities, and construction. 
 
Tertiary industries include trade, transport, financial and business services, and social, personal and community 
services. 
 
Employment status refers to whether or not the person is self-employed, or works as an employee, or both, or else works 
as a domestic worker in a household. 
 
Location refers to whether the person l ives in an urban or non-urban area.  
• An urban area is one that has been legally proclaimed as being urban. These include towns, cities and metropolitan 

areas.  
• A semi-urban area is not part of a legally proclaimed urban area, but adjoins it. Informal settlements are examples 

of these types of areas. In this publication semi-urban areas have been included with non-urban areas.  
• All other areas are classified as non-urban, including commercial farms, small settlements, rural villages and other 

areas which are further away from towns and cities.  
 
Workers include the self-employed, employers and employees. 
 
Labour market dynamics refer to movement into and out of the labour market, and into and out of actual employment, 
over a specified time period. 
 
POPULATION ESTIMATES:  SEPTEMBER 2001 AND FEBRUARY 2002 
 
Table 1 gives estimates of the population size of the different population groups at September 2001 and February 2002. 
The raising factors used for estimations are based on the sample and the mid-year population estimates, using Census 
’ 96 as baseline. The 20% rotation in February 2002 means that the change in the sample may have impacted on some of 
the estimations of population size. 
 

POPULATION BY POPULATION GROUP: SEPTEMBER 2001 AND 
FEBRUARY 2002 

 
Variable 

Lower l imit 
(000s) 

Estimate 
(000s) 

Upper l imit 
(000s) 

Total population    
Sep 2001 43 821 44 671 45 521 
Feb 2002 44 201 45 080 45 958 

Afr ican    
Sep 2001 33 847 34 800 35 753 
Feb 2002 33 914 34 879 35 844 

Coloured    
Sep 2001  3 717 4 091 4 465 
Feb 2002 3 632 4 002 4 371 

Indian/Asian    
Sep 2001 1 017 1 266 1 516 
Feb 2002 1 110 1 400 1 691 

White    
Sep 2001 4 052 4 448 4 844 
Feb 2002 4 313 4 716 5 119 
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