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Abstract
Since its introduction, affirmative action has become an increasingly controversial
policy to address labour market inequalities in South Africa. Yet, in spite of this
public debate, nationally representative, empirical research on patterns of opposition
to and support for the redress policy remains relatively circumscribed.  In this
article, attitudinal data collected over the past decade is employed to examine the
factors that influence these perceptions, and the extent to which they have been
changing. The results reveal that attitudes to race- and gender-based affirmative
action in employment have been favourable on aggregate over the last decade. The
specified beneficiary of affirmative action appears to matter, with more positive
evaluations evident when the policies target women and disabled persons than when
racial disadvantage is targeted. Furthermore, while there is a broad-based, resolute
belief in racial equality in principle, there is less agreement on the implementation
of particular redress policies. Affirmative action for instance enjoys less support
than compensatory policies or those focused on addressing class-based disadvantage.
An element of self-interest appears to be informing evaluations among designated
beneficiary groups, with black respondents more inclined than other population
groups to support race-based affirmative action and women more partial to gender-
based affirmative action than men. While the beneficiaries of affirmative action have
typically been the better educated and skilled among the designated groups, highest
support for this policy is reported by the more marginalized and vulnerable who are
least likely to have personally benefitted from affirmative action implementation
to date. This support may reflect a sense of collective self-interest or possibly an
expectation that this redress policy will bring benefits in the future. Finally, views
on whether affirmative action is producing a more skilled workforce and socially
cohesive society are again broadly positive, though the profile of those believing in
such outcomes deviates somewhat from those supporting affirmative action generally.
In this instance, those least likely to have gained from affirmative action in practice



12

Benjamin Roberts, Gina Weir-Smith and Vasu Reddy

are those least confident in the policy’s outcomes, possibly due to a gap between
perceived performance of affirmative action policy and expected benefits.

Introduction
Over the last decade, affirmative action (hereafter AA) has become an
increasingly controversial and contested policy in South Africa. Implemented
under the aegis of the Employment Equity Act (No 55 of 1998), the policy aims
to redress historical discrimination experienced by designated groups (black
people, women and disabled persons) in relation to employment, and ensure
that they are equitably represented in the labour market. Criticisms of such
measures include that they are unconstitutional and discriminatory, promote
organisational inefficiency, perpetuate racial identities, are being slowly and
unevenly implemented, and are deracialising only the ‘apex of the class
structure’ (Maphai 1989, Shubane 1995, Habib et al 2003, Ndletyana 2008,
Moleke  2006, Alexander 2007, Kagwanja and Kondlo 2009). Yet, it has been
seen as a necessary policy tool to promote distributive and procedural
justice.  In a context of a global economic recession, debates about South
Africa’s progress over the last 15 years regarding societal transformation
and redress are being brought even more prominently to the fore.

This paper aims to provide a better understanding of the reactions of the
South African public to AA, the factors influencing these perceptions, and
how they are changing. The study will draw primarily on data from the Human
Sciences Research Council’s South African Social Attitudes Survey (SASAS).
International research suggests that attitudes are likely to differ based on
individual characteristics of the respondents (Crosby et al 2006, Harrison et
al 2006). The study will therefore explore the extent to which levels of support
for AA vary by socio-demographic factors such a gender, population group,
educational attainment, age and poverty status. The scope will be confined
to expressed attitudes in relation to AA in employment.

The paper begins by concisely reviewing recent labour market dynamics
in the country, highlighting the impact of discriminatory policies and
practices on racial segmentation and the extent to which historical inequalities
are being addressed through legislative and policy frameworks. After
describing the data used in the study, we present bivariate and multivariate
analysis of between-group and intra-racial differences between 2003 and
2009. A similar review of perceptions towards the outcomes of these policies
in terms of producing a more skilled workforce and fostering a more cohesive
society is then undertaken, leading into a concluding discussion of the
policy implications of the findings.
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Labour market inequality and affirmative action in South Africa
One of the defining features of the South African labour market has been the
presence of vast inequalities in employment access and quality (Klasen
2002: 610). Apartheid legislative measures, building on segregationist era
policy, further divided the labour market based on race (Wolpe 1995, Beinart
2001). Discriminatory practices which influenced the labour market included
the strengthening of the colour bar, limited access to collective bargaining,
education and training, and job reservation policies favouring the
economically active white population, in addition to pass laws and labour
bureaux restricting the movement of Africans (Posel 1991, Klasen and
Woolard 2008, Seekings and Nattrass 2006). Following the robust economic
growth of the 1960s and its resultant demand for skilled labour, the government
relaxed some of these controls over the African labour market during the
1970s and 1980s. This period witnessed the rise of strong black trade unions
with considerable bargaining power, increased occupational mobility,
improving education levels and the eventual abandonment of influx control
in 1986.

These developments resulted in a notable wage increase in core economic
sectors for all population groups except white workers. This process began
to reduce the racial wage gap and change the national income distribution
(Bhorat et al 2001). However, this period was also marked by recession and
poor economic performance, increasing capital intensification, and structural
change in the productive base of the economy (McCord and Bhorat 2005).
The subsequent decline in demand created a slowdown in employment
growth relative to growth of the labour force, which translated into a rapid
increase of black South Africans without formal jobs and a progressive
escalation in the unemployment rate (Fallon and Lucas 1998). By the time of
the transition to democracy in 1994, it was apparent that apartheid educational
and labour market policies had yielded a deeply entrenched racial gradient
in unemployment, employment and wage rates (Klasen and Woolard 2008:12).

Post-apartheid labour market policy has focused on addressing this
legacy of disadvantage and injustice. Apart from direct job creation strategies
such as the Expanded Public Works Programme and other public sector
programmes, several key pieces of legislation have been enacted to protect
employee rights and to promote workplace advancement for black people,
women and people with disabilities. The Labour Relations Act (No 66 of
1995) promotes collective bargaining and employee involvement in decision-
making, while the Basic Conditions of Employment Act (No 75 of 1997)
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stipulates minimum labour standards for vulnerable, unorganised workers
in relation to matters such as working hours, maternity leave, overtime and
remuneration (Valodia 2001, Lewis 2002, Burger and Woolard 2005). Of
particular importance to this study is the Employment Equity Act (No 55 of
1998), which aims to achieve workplace equity by prohibiting unfair
discrimination1 and by delegating employers (with 50 or more employees) to
implement AA measures ensuring equal representation of designated groups
across occupational categories. To achieve this, employers are required to
identify employment barriers and formulate employment equity plans
specifying numerical goals and monitoring and reporting timetables to track
implementation progress. Other notable legislative reform since 1994 includes
the Skills Development Act (No 97 of 1998) aimed at increasing the skills of
the labour force and the Broad-Based Black Economic Empowerment (BBBEE)
Act (No 53 of 2003) which promotes black ownership and control of
enterprises and productive assets as well as preferential procurement.

Concerns have been raised about how well this regulatory framework
covers the needs of those outside formal employment and those at the lower
end of the income distribution (Valodia 2001, Kingdon and Knight 2007). It
therefore remains briefly to examine available empirical evidence in relation
to the impact of a decade-and-a-half of implementation of AA policy. Since
2001, the Commission of Employment Equity (CEE) has published annual
statistical reports focusing on progress in the implementation of employment
equity. Analysis is based upon reports submitted annually by employers
with 150 or more employees and biennially by businesses with fewer than
150 workers. Questions have been raised about the extent to which these
self-reported results are representative of all existing business, suggesting
that Labour Force Surveys may be a preferred and more reliable data source
for monitoring purposes (Seekings and Nattrass 2006, Bezuidenhout et al
2008). Despite these concerns, the CEE statistics are indicative of progress
made in implementing AA and the attainment of the broader employment
equity goal.

As illustrated in Figure 1, by late 2009 the management of large businesses
continued to be dominated by white males. Relative to their share of the
economically active population (7 per cent), white males occupy a whopping
57 per cent of top management and 48 per cent of senior management
positions. By contrast, black people are significantly under-represented.
Despite accounting for 73 per cent of the economically active, black people
constituted barely a fifth of top and senior managerial positions of the
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businesses that reported in 2009, with black males faring somewhat better
than black females.

Figure 1: Race and gender composition of top and senior management, 2009

Note: AM=African male, CM=coloured male, IM=Indian male,
WM=white male, AF=African female, CF=coloured female, IF=Indian
female and WF=white female
Source: Adapted from CEE (2010), based on reported statistics from
large businesses and StatsSA’s Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS),
September 2009.

Seekings and Nattrass (2006) review a range of sources to demonstrate
how, during the 1990s, the shifts which began in the 1970s continued in both
income shares across population groups and the racial composition of
higher income deciles. With respect to other recent empirical evidence on the
impact of AA on labour market outcomes, Burger and Jafta (2010) find that
AA policies only marginally reduced the employment and wage gaps in the
labour market. Leibbrandt et al (2010) also analyse trends in labour market
participation, absorption rates and unemployment rates between 1993 and
2008. Over this interval, participation rates generally increased across all
income deciles, with the highest rates observed among the top deciles. In the
initial post-apartheid years between 1993 and 2000, these participation rates
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grew faster than labour absorption rates, which translated into rising
unemployment rates. However, in the decade since, there has been a narrow
decline in unemployment levels for all except the poorest three deciles.

From this cursory review of labour market data, it is apparent that despite
the existence of a regulatory framework for economic redress and evidence
of a growing black elite and middle classes, the pace of economic
transformation has been slow in addressing the needs of the majority,
especially those outside formal employment and those at the lower end of
the income distribution (Valodia 2001; Kingdon and Knight 2007). This has
led to increasing concerns of a ‘50 per cent solution’ (Morris 1993), whereby
the historical racial divide is being supplanted by a class divide. The
remainder of this article will provide a preliminary examination of the nature
and change in attitudes towards AA in the country over the last decade,
taking into account this context of high and persisting inequalities in both
the labour market and income distribution.

Data
Data for this study is primarily drawn from the South African Social Attitudes
Survey (SASAS), a cross-sectional survey conducted annually by the
Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) since 2003. The survey series
consists of nationally representative probability samples of South African
adults aged 16 years and over living in private households. Each SASAS
round consists of a sub-sample of 500 Population Census enumeration areas
(EAs), stratified by province, geographical sub-type and majority population
group. The survey series aims to explain the interaction between the
country’s changing institutions, its political and economic structures, and
the attitudes, beliefs and behaviour patterns of its diverse populations.
Designed as a time series, SASAS provides a unique, long-term account of
the speed and direction of change in underlying public values of modern
South Africa.

Apart from standard demographic and background variables, the
questionnaires contain a core module, repeated each round, with the aim of
monitoring change and continuity in a variety of socio-economic and socio-
political variables over time. Each survey round to date has fielded a set of
statements to elicit levels of support for public action measures redressing
income differences, including land reform, black economic empowerment,
and AA. The survey’s AA questions (see appendix 1) ask about hiring and
promotion preferences for black South Africans, women, and disabled
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persons (in 2006). The 2009 SASAS round included additional items on the
perceived outcomes of AA measures, specifically whether they are creating
a more skilled workforce and, more generally, a unified society. Sample sizes
for each of the seven survey rounds included in the analysis are as follows:
2003 (4,980), 2004 (5,583), 2005 (2,884), 2006 (2,939), 2007 (3,164), 2008
(3,321) and 2009 (3,305).

Nature and trends in public support for affirmative action
Despite the recent proliferation of survey-based research in South Africa,
there are limited empirical studies investigating attitudes toward AA in the
country. Those based on national probability samples are even scarcer.

Based on a 1999 HSRC opinion survey, Rule (2000) finds that preferential
employment of previously disadvantaged groups tended to be favoured by
a small majority (55 per cent), with higher professed support among black
South Africans (especially isiXhosa speakers), those with low living standards
and young people. Klandermans, Roefs and Olivier (2001) also use HSRC
data to demonstrate that between 1994 and 2000, opposition to AA programmes
was not an issue provoking public protest action, while less than 1 per cent
of the adult population expressed interest in future protest. In a random,
nationwide telephonic survey, Dixon et al (2007) find that while white South
Africans tend to support equal opportunity employment, there is widespread
opposition to AA. By contrast, black South Africans favour both the
principle and practice of racial equality in employment. Another salient
finding is that inter-racial contact produces a moderate but statistically
significant improvement in attitudes towards AA among white South
Africans, and slightly increased opposition among black respondents. In an
important recent study on the determinants of support for racial
transformation policies in the country, Durrheim et al (2011) find that for
black respondents, the potential beneficiaries of policies such as AA, policy
support was most associated with a strong sense of threat and in-group
identification. Higher support for racial transformation policies among white
respondents was primarily related to low levels of racial prejudice and
intergroup threat. Confirmatory results are also found in Durrheim (2010),
who finds the determinants of support for racial transformation policies
differ across population groups.

In addition to national studies, there have been several sub-national
studies, based predominantly on samples of professionals in specified
organisations or academic institutions (Durrheim et al 2007, Adam 2000a,
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Adam 2000b, Hammett 2008, Franchi 2003), or samples of university
students (Mwaba and Simbayi 1998, Durrheim 2003, Franchi and Swart
2003, Klandermans et al 2008). Mwaba and Simbayi (1998) examine the
attitudes of 61 undergraduate psychology students towards gender-oriented
AA. The study found that both men and women expressed positive support
for gender-based AA, with no significant differences between their attitude
scores, as well as a common belief that such measures would not harm their
employment prospects. In a study of opposition to racial transformation
among 134 white undergraduate and postgraduate students, Durrheim
(2003) demonstrated that opposition to AA policy was supported by older
students, and self-evaluated conservatives who were anti-egalitarian, did
not believe that discrimination had adversely affected the life chances of
black South Africans, and who exhibited old-fashioned racism. Klandermans
et al (2008) report on two studies on attitudes to AA among white
undergraduate students. They find that AA is not highly evaluated by the
respondents in general, with women generally more favourable than men.
Interestingly, regression analysis confirmed that collective guilt plays a
strong role in determining AA beliefs, with higher levels of guilt about the
apartheid-initiated group-based disadvantage being associated with more
favourable views about AA.

Finally, a qualitative study of attitudes towards AA among eight black
academics by Durrheim et al (2007) found strong support for the policy as
a means of racial redress, tackling inequalities and creating opportunity for
the disadvantaged. Concerns were nonetheless raised about practical
implementation problems, including the view that AA is benefitting educated,
middle-class black South Africans while failing to create opportunities for
the marginalized majority, thus perpetuating class-based inequality. In
addition, given negative stereotypes about the competencies of AA
appointments, stigma associated with being seen as a potential beneficiary
emerged as a prime factor influencing black opposition to this form of
redress.

The rest of this section will explore the nature of AA support over the
course of the last decade based on nationally representative data, and also
investigate the extent to which socio-demographic factors explain levels of
support and opposition.
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National results
At the aggregate level, the survey results indicate that there is broad support
for AA as a form of redress in the labour market. Over the 2003-2009 period,
agreement that there should be racial- and gender-based AA in the workplace
ranged between 60 and 70 percent. Attitudes toward AA appear to vary
based on the stipulated policy target. For instance, the results indicate that
South Africans express a slightly more favourable opinion towards policies
assisting disabled persons and gender-based AA polices that explicitly
target women compared to AA focused on racial redress, a finding that is
common internationally (Bobo and Kluegel 1993, Kravitz and Platania 1993,
Sniderman and Piazza 1993, Steeh and Krysan 1996, Strolovich 1998). The
2006 SASAS survey round found that 68 per cent of participants supported
the preferential hiring and promotion of disabled persons, compared to 70
per cent for gender-based AA and 63 per cent for race-based AA.

In terms of differentials over time, support for racial redress was
significantly lower (p<0.05) in 2005 and 2006 than the other years. The mean
support for gender-based AA was significantly higher (p<0.05) in 2003 and
2004 than the subsequent years, though the results were not statistically
different over the 2005-2009 rounds. In each of the seven years, differences
between the mean level of support expressed for gender- and race-based AA
were significant (p<0.05).

Another consideration in relation to the design of redress measures is
whether there is discrepant support for AA depending on predication on
class versus race criteria. Preliminary evidence tends to indicate favourable
attitudes toward class-based redress, emphasising poverty reduction rather
than racial disadvantage (Table 1). In the 2009 SASAS round, significantly
more confidence was expressed for addressing employment deprivation and
educational inequality compared to racially-based policy interventions
such as sports quotas, land redistribution and AA. Some caution should be
exercised in interpreting these results, as the variation could to some extent
be explained by what is referred to as the principle-implementation gap,
which refers to an attitudinal contradiction between high support for racial
equality in principle but significant resistance to specific policies aimed at
fostering such equality (Tuch and Hughes 1996, Durrheim and Dixon 2004,
Dixon et al 2007). Nonetheless, the third class-based item presented in Table
1 refers to a specific policy measure, with the results again indicating higher
support than the race-based measures.
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Table 1: Support for different types of redress measures, 2009 (percentage
agreeing and mean scores)

Note: * The mean scores are based on reversed scales where 1=strongly
disagree, 2=disagree, 3=neither nor, 4=agree and 5=strongly agree. ‘Do
not know’ responses were excluded from analysis.
Source: authors’ calculations based on HSRC SASAS (2009)

Finally, it is interesting to note that among the race-based redress
questions, support was lowest for the item explicitly mentioning ‘quotas’,
namely racial quotas in national sports teams. As with other international
and local research (Harrison et al 2006, Dixon et al 2007), this may signify that
opposition to AA in the South African context is related to the degree of
prescriptiveness of the policy, ranging from those aimed at compensation
(eg job skills training programmes) to those focused on preferential treatment
(eg quotas).

In sum, by examining national-level attitudinal reactions to AA programmes
in employment, we find that there has been relatively high and stable support
for such interventions throughout most of the last decade. Furthermore, the
structural features of these programmes seem to influence level of support,
based upon evidence on differential support in terms of the target beneficiary
and strength of the programme of action (Steeh and Krysan 1996).

Between-group differences in support
To what extent do the characteristics of the survey respondents matter?
There is a body of mostly international research indicating that the basic

 
 % support Mean* 

Class-based redress measures:   

The government should provide a decent standard of living 
for the unemployed. 

81.7 4.06 

The children of the economically well-off and the poor 
should be educated together 

79.3 4.01 

The government should provide more chances for children 
from poor families to go to university, even if it has to 
increase taxes 

75.2 3.95 

Race-based redress measures:   

Government should redistribute land to black South Africans. 67.7 3.77 

There should be preferential hiring and promotion of black 
South Africans in employment 

63.7 3.62 

There should be racial quotas in national sports teams. 53.2 3.36 
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demographic traits of the attitude-holder (such as race, gender, education)
in addition to general prejudice and political ideology are noteworthy factors
in explaining attitudes toward AA (Crosby et al 2006, Durrheim et al 2011).
This section will therefore examine group-based differences in evaluations
of AA.

Table 2: Support for race- and gender-related affirmative action, by population
group and survey year (percentage that agree or strongly agree with
statements)

Source: authors’ calculations based on HSRC SASAS (2003-2009)

There is a considerable gradient of difference in support for race-based
AA between black South Africans and other population groups (Table 2).

 
 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
“There should be preferential hiring and promotion of black South 
Africans in employment” 
Black 79 80 73 76 78 76 76 
Coloured 24 25 21 18 34 44 26 
Indian 31 25 16 26 27 36 21 
White 15 13 13 16 19 18 22 
South Africa 65 65 59 63 66 66 64 
“There should be preferential hiring and promotion of women in 
employment” 
Black 79 79 75 77 76 76 76 
Coloured 39 47 43 57 52 59 40 
Indian 59 39 64 67 56 56 55 
White 37 33 31 39 29 35 42 
South Africa 70 70 67 70 68 69 68 
Percentage point difference (support for race-based AA - support for 
gender-based AA) 
Black 0 0 -2 -1 2 0 0 
Coloured -15 -23 -22 -39 -18 -15 -14 
Indian -28 -14 -48 -41 -28 -19 -34 
White -23 -20 -19 -23 -11 -16 -21 
South Africa -5 -5 -7 -8 -2 -3 -5 
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Over the interval, support among black respondents ranged between four
and six times that of white respondents. In 2009, barely a fifth (22 per cent)
of the adult white population supported race-based AA in the workplace
compared to three-quarters (76 per cent) of black adults. In relation to
gender-based AA there is generally substantially higher support among
both black adults and other population groups. On average, support for
gender-based AA exceeded that of race-based AA by 30 percentage points
among Indian respondents, 21 percentage points for coloured respondents
and 19 percentage points for white respondents. Yet, despite the higher
levels of support for gender-based AA, expressed agreement among black
adults continued to be between two and two-and-a-half times higher than
for white adults across the period of observation.

As Durrheim (2010) observes, this pattern of results indicates that group
self-interest may be informing attitudes to AA. Further evidence of higher
support among those with the most to gain from policy implementation can
be found when disaggregating the AA measures by sex of the survey
respondents. While the differences in support for race-based AA between
men and women were negligible and statistically significant in only one of
the seven survey years (2008, results not shown), Figure 2 demonstrates the
distinct differences that characterise attitudes toward gender-based AA. In
all years, support for this policy intervention is higher for women than men.

One-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) tests showed that the group
mean score among women in terms of support for gender-based AA was
significantly different from the group mean for men in all years. Among
women, there was relative stability over the period. For men there appears
to have been a statistically significant decrease in support between 2003 and
2005, after which belief in gender-based AA leveled out.

Does level of education play a role in AA approval? The study provides
evidence of a negative relationship between educational attainment and
attitudes toward AA, with highly significant ANOVA results (p<0.001) in all
years and for both measures. Post hoc Scheffé tests reveal decreased
support based on schooling level achieved, with most support from those
with no schooling and primary school education and the least support from
those with tertiary education. As for gender-based AA, those with less than
a matric qualification were significantly more supportive than who have
received higher education instruction across all years, and more positive
than those who have completed matric in most years.
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Figure 2: Support for gender-based affirmative action, by sex and year (%
agree / strongly agree)

Source: authors’ calculations based on HSRC SASAS (2003-2009)

As with level of education, strongly significant differences (p<0.001) are
also discernible on the basis of employment status. In particular, unemployed
work seekers exhibit the highest mean scores in support for both race- and
gender-based AA in almost all years. In addition, this group is significantly
more likely to support AA than those in full time employment and to some
extent discouraged work-seekers and pensioners. Students also emerge as
relatively approving of AA, and are more in favour of race-based redress
than full time employees in all years except 2009.

In terms of socio-economic status, as measured by Living Standard
Measure,2 those with a low living standard are significantly more likely on
average to favour both race- and gender-based AA than those with medium
and higher living standards. This finding is consistent for all years except
2008 for race-based AA and 2009 in the case of gender-based AA. In these
instances, there is a significant difference between those with low and high
living standards, but not between those with low and medium living standards.
There is notable sub-group variation in attitudes to AA by geographic
location, with those residing in formal urban areas generally less supportive
than those in informal urban settlements and rural areas.
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Intra-racial differences in support
Within population groups, analysis was conducted using a pooled data file
combining the first seven rounds of SASAS data (2003-2009). While there
were no sex differences in perceptions regarding race-based AA, there was
significantly higher support among women within all population groups for
the gender-based AA measure. There appears to be weak evidence for an age
effect within population groups. A somewhat clearer pattern is evident in
terms of education. In terms of race-based AA, ANOVA results were
significant for all four population groups. Black and coloured respondents
with a matric qualification or equivalent were less supportive than those with
either primary or some secondary schooling but black respondents at this
level were more supportive than those without any schooling. Indian South
Africans with matric or tertiary level education were less supportive than
those with some secondary schooling, and no significant educational
differences were evident among white respondents. As for gender-based
AA, black respondents with matric or tertiary education were less supportive
than those with no formal schooling while white South Africans with tertiary
education were more supportive than those with some secondary schooling.
No differences in mean levels of support were evident between Indian and
coloured South Africans across the educational divide.

As for employment status, black respondents in full time employment
were more opposed to AA than pensioners on both measures, while full time
employees were also less supportive for gender-based AA than part-time
workers and the unemployed. Coloured respondents in full-time employment
were also less inclined to support AA than part-time employees and
unemployed work-seekers based on both measures, while students were
more supportive of gender-based AA than full-time workers and pensioners.
Race-based AA is perceived more positively by Indian adults who are full-
time workers or students compared to discouraged work seekers, while
attitudes towards gender-based AA do not differ. No significant differences
in support for AA emerge for white South Africans based on their position
in the labour market.

For all except white respondents, there was a significant negative
association between living standards and support for race-based AA.
Similarly, a negative association was found between living standards and
support for gender-based AA for all except Indian South Africans. Lastly,
in terms of geographic location, there were only significant differences on
both AA measures among black and coloured respondents. Support for
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race- and gender-based AA is lower among black South Africans living in
formal urban areas than those in informal urban settlements and rural
commercial farmworker households, while residents in traditional authority
areas express less support than those living on rural commercial farms.
Among coloured respondents, those living in formal urban areas and on rural
commercial farms were less in favour of AA than those in informal settlements.

Multivariate analysis
In order to sharpen the exploration of the relationships between the
aforementioned variables, regression analysis was undertaken. Ordered
probit results ordered indicate that, controlling for other individual and
household characteristics, black and coloured adults were significantly
more supportive of race-based AA than white and Indian adults. There were
no sex differences in opinion, while employment status and educational
attainment appear to be only weakly associated with views on race-based
AA. Those with a matric level (or equivalent) education were less supportive
than those with tertiary education, while pensioners showed more favour
than full time workers.  Standard of living has a strong negative relationship
with AA support. Taking all the aforementioned variables into account,
there was no evidence of a geographic divide in attitudes.

Race emerges as a salient predictor of support for sex-based AA with
white adults on average less positive than other population groups. As one
would expect, significant sex differences are apparent for gender-based
measures, with female respondents more in favour than men. Age and
educational attainment are not significantly associated with support while
only unemployed work seekers expressed higher support than full time
employees. Again the living standards measure is related to AA support,
while residents in formal urban areas were more in favour of gender-based
AA than households located on rural commercial farms.

Perceived outcomes of affirmative action policy
In an assessment of existing survey data analysis on the topic of race and
redress, Friedman and Erasmus (2008:66) express some surprise at the
virtually non-existent focus on efficiency. They argue that a common
concern leveled at redress policies such as AA is that it serves to ‘diminish
efficiency and so reduce both economic performance and the quality of
services available to citizens’, which in turn may produce ‘a difficult dilemma
in the minds of supporters of redress who would then need to choose
between greater racial equity and improved living standards’. Practically,
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this would mean that support for AA measures could be dampened by
concerns among those that rely most on public services (poor, black South
Africans in particular) that such interventions could erode the efficiency of
public service delivery. In order to contribute towards addressing this
research gap, the 2009 round of SASAS included two specific statements
surrounding perceptions on the efficiency of AA policy. The first focuses
on evaluating support for the view that AA in South Africa is ‘contributing
to a more skilled workforce’. The second considers whether the policy is
‘creating a society that is more unified’. Both measures employ a five-point
Likert scale ranging from ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’.

Figure 3: Belief that affirmative action is producing a more skilled
workforce and unified society, by race

Source: authors’ calculations based on HSRC SASAS (2009)

As shown in Figure 3, nearly two-thirds of adult South Africans were
positive about AA policy outcomes toward improving labour market skills
and promoting social cohesion. Yet, when disaggregating the results by
population group, the notable cleavages in opinion discussed earlier are
again evident in terms of belief about the efficiency gains and national unity
resulting from policy implementation. To further explore the nature of
perceptions about the outcomes of AA in the country, a series of ANOVA
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test analyses were undertaken to identify significant between- and within-
group differences in responses.

Between-group differences in beliefs about affirmative action outcomes
A highly significant difference by population group was found among both
the skilled workforce and social cohesion survey item responses (Table 3).

Table 3: Belief that affirmative action is producing a more skilled workforce
and unified society, by demographic characteristics

Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001. The mean scores are based on
reversed scales where 1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=neither nor,
4=agree and 5=strongly agree.
Source: authors’ calculations based on HSRC SASAS (2009)

 
 

N 
AA policy is contributing to 

a more skilled workforce 
AA policy is creating a more 

unified society 
South Africa 3,305 3.67 3.65 
Population Group    

(1) Black 1,977 3.88 3.83 
(2) Coloured 580 3.15 3.12 
(3) Indian 377 2.62 2.85 
(4) White 371 3.01 3.10 
F (ANOVA)  137.44*** 89.06*** 
Scheffé test  (1)>(2)>(3); (1)>(4); (4)>(3) (1)>(2)>(3); (1)>(4); (4)>(3) 
Sex    

(1) Male 1,331 3.69 3.62 
(2) Female 1,974 3.66 3.68 
F (ANOVA)  0.40 n.s.  2.65 n.s. 
Age group    

(1) 16-24 years 685 3.81 3.80 
(2) 25-34 years 759 3.74 3.73 
(3) 35-49 years 1,012 3.63 3.57 
(4) 50-64 years 603 3.57 3.58 
(5) 65+ years 246 3.34 3.29 
F (ANOVA)  9.64*** 11.17*** 

Scheffé test 
 (1)>(3)(4)(5); (2)>(5); 

(3)>(5) 
(1)>(3)(4)(5); (2)(3)(4)>(5) 
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The post-hoc Scheffé tests reveal that black South Africans scored
significantly higher than all the other population groups on the two measures.
In addition, coloured and white survey participants were more sanguine than
Indian respondents, with the latter reporting the lowest group mean in
response to the two statements. No significant difference in the survey item
responses based on sex of the respondent, though age apparently matters.
The mean scores for both measures among those aged 16-24 years were
significantly more convinced of the outcomes of AA policy than those of
older age groups. Belief in its impact seemed to decline with age.

In terms of socio-economic status, the ANOVA tests show that educational
attainment, employment status and level of living standard are all associated
with perceptions of the efficiency of AA (Table 4). The Scheffé tests indicate
that those with a tertiary education are less likely than those with either a
grade 8-11 or matric education to perceive favourable outcomes of the
policy, while those with a primary level education are significantly more
likely than those with a tertiary education to perceive in the social cohesion
benefits of AA.

Pensioners reported the lowest level of support for the view that AA is
fostering a more skilled workforce and unified society. The group mean of
pensioners for the two measures is significantly lower than those of
unemployed work seekers and students, who voice the most confidence in
policy outcomes. Similarly, discouraged work seekers are significantly less
optimistic than students in both instances. Full time employees are
significantly less likely than pensioners to believe in the skills gains from AA
and less certain than students of its contribution to national unity.  Finally,
the Scheffé tests show that those with low and medium standard of living
more positively evaluated the impact of AA than those with high living
standards.
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Table 4: Belief that affirmative action is producing a more skilled workforce
and unified society, by socio-economic status

Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001. The mean scores are based on reversed
scales where 1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=neither nor, 4=agree and
5=strongly agree.  Source: authors’ calculations based on HSRC SASAS (2009)

 
 

N 

AA policy is 
contributing to a 

more skilled 
workforce 

AA policy is creating a 
more unified society 

South Africa 3,305 3.67 3.65 
Educational attainment    

(1) No schooling 159 3.73 3.67 
(2) Primary 525 3.70 3.77 
(3) Grades 8-11 or equivalent 1,139 3.71 3.66 
(4) Matric or equivalent 974 3.72 3.68 
(5) Tertiary 472 3.48 3.44 
F (ANOVA)  3.81** 4.96*** 
Scheffé test  (3)(4)>(5) (2)(3)(4)>(5) 
Employment status    

(1) Employed full time 1,024 3.70 3.62 
(2) Employed part time 266 3.62 3.62 
(3) Unemployed looking for work 821 3.73 3.70 
(4) Unemployed not looking for work 352 3.56 3.54 
(5) Pensioner 340 3.39 3.42 
(6) Student/learner 339 3.87 3.88 
F (ANOVA)  7.90*** 6.92*** 
Scheffé test  (1)(3)(6)>(5); (6)>(4) (6)>(1)(4)(5); (3)>(5) 
Level of living standard    

(1) Low 572 3.72 3.79 
(2) Medium 1,380 3.83 3.76 
(3) High 1,206 3.39 3.40 
F (ANOVA)  48.15*** 34.40*** 
Scheffé test  (1)(2)>(3) (1)(2)>(3) 
Geographic location    

(1) Urban, formal 2,029 3.60 3.55 

(2) Urban, informal 307 3.71 3.85 

(3) Rural traditional authority area 607 3.84 3.80 

(4) Rural, formal 353 3.48 3.61 

F (ANOVA)  11.16*** 12.55*** 

Scheffé test  (3)>(1)(4) (2)(3)>(1) 
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Within-group differences in beliefs about AA outcomes
Recognising that there is likely to be heterogeneity within population
groups owing to different opportunities and aspirations, it is important to
provide at least some preliminary within-group analysis of attitudes.

Table 5: Belief that affirmative action is producing a more skilled workforce
and unified society, by socio-economic status within population groups

Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001. The mean scores are based on reversed
scales where 1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=neither nor, 4=agree and
5=strongly agree. Source: authors’ calculations based on HSRC SASAS (2009)

 
 N AA policy is 

contributing to a 
more skilled 
workforce 

AA policy is creating 
a more unified 

society 

Black    

(1) Low living standards 530 3.74 3.81 
(2) Medium living standards 1,036 3.92 3.84 
(3) High living standards 327 3.94 3.81 
F (ANOVA)  5.54** (p=0.0040) 0.17 (n.s.; p=0.8441) 
Scheffé test  (2)(3)>(1) … 
Coloured    
(1) Low living standards 42 3.19 3.08 
(2) Medium living standards 259 3.14 3.08 
(3) High living standards 255 3.12 3.13 
F (ANOVA)  0.06 (n.s.; p=0.9416) 0.11 (n.s.; p=0.8962) 
Indian    
(1) Low living standards … … … 
(2) Medium living standards 66 2.15 2.45 
(3) High living standards 288 2.66 2.89 
F (ANOVA)  6.18* (p=0.0134) 4.19* (p= 0.0415) 
Scheffé test  (3)>(2) (3)>(2) 
White    
(1) Low living standards … … … 
(2) Medium living standards 19 3.13 3.14 
(3) High living standards 336 2.99 3.11 
F (ANOVA)  0.14 (n.s.; p=0.7083) 0.01 (n.s.; p=0.9389) 
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 In Table 5, the findings are disaggregated by level of living standard within
population groups. With regard to the belief that AA is producing a more
skilled workforce, ANOVA tests revealed that there are only significant
differences in opinion based on living standard among black and Indian
respondents. For black South Africans, the Scheffé tests indicate that those
with low living standards are significantly less likely than those with either
medium or high living standards to believe that AA is improving the skills
base of the labour market. It is important to note that this runs counter to the
pattern of results found nationally. Indian respondents with high living
standards are significantly more convinced of the labour market benefits of
the policy than those with medium living standards. With regard to
perceptions about the extent to which AA is producing a more unified
society, ANOVA results failed to produce significant differences based on
level of living standard within black, coloured and white population groups.
The only exception was in the case of Indian respondents, with Scheffé tests
again demonstrating that those with high living standards were more
positive about the unifying impact of the policy than those with medium
living standards.

In terms of other demographic and socio-economic variables, in very few
instances are the observed differences statistically significant. There are,
for example, no significant sex differences in beliefs about AA outcomes
within population groups, while differences on the basis of educational
attainment are only evident among Indian respondents.3 The ANOVA
results also revealed that only among black and white respondents were
there differences in perceptions about the efficiency gains from AA based
on employment status. Among black South Africans, those in full time
employment were most optimistic about the skills benefits derived from AA
compared to unemployed work seekers and pensioners and among white
South Africans there were more positive views from full time employees
relative to pensioners. Despite statistically significant effects produced by
the ANOVAs, none of the employment status differences among black and
white respondents were significant in relation to beliefs about the contribution
of this redress measure in fostering social cohesion.4 As for age, there were
no significant subgroup differences among black respondents on the two
dependent variables, but some indication of a negative association between
age and views on efficiency for other population groups.5 Finally, with
regard to geographic patterns of variation, black respondents living in
formal urban areas were significantly more likely to believe that AA is
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producing a more skilled labour force compared to those residing in informal
urban settlements and on commercial farms. There was no significant
geographic difference evident among the other population groups. None of
the population groups expressed significantly different views based on
geographic location in terms of belief in the socially cohesive society.

Explaining the perceived outcomes of affirmative action with multivariate
analysis
As with AA support, ordered probit regressions were conducted to examine
the combined effect of the socio-demographic variables in explaining
perceptions of AA outcomes. In all models, black respondents report a
stronger belief in the beneficial outcomes of AA than white respondents,
while Indian respondents are less convinced than both. Controlling for other
individual and household characteristics, age and educational attainment
do not emerge as significant predictors of beliefs about the outcomes of AA
policies. The only significant result obtained is that those with a primary
school education are more likely to believe in the unifying effects of AA to
society relative to those with a tertiary education. As for employment status,
we find that – controlling for other personal and household attributes – full
time employees are moderately more inclined to agree that AA is producing
a more capable workforce than part-time workers, unemployed work-seekers,
discouraged work-seekers, pensioners and the permanently sick or disabled.
Belief in the unifying power of AA policy is found to be higher among full-
time employees than the unemployed.

Turning to household level traits, level of living standards was not a
significant explanatory variable in any of the models, ceteris paribus.
Residents of informal urban settlements and rural traditional authority area
are less likely than those in formal urban areas to believe in the skills gains
from the implementation of AA, while no geographic differences are apparent
on the social cohesion outcome measure. Finally, the two AA support
measures entered positively in the models, confirming that those with more
favourable disposition towards AA have a greater tendency to perceive
benefits from this redress policy to the labour market and our society more
broadly.

Concluding remarks
In spite of South Africa’s adoption of a progressive rights-based Constitution,
a strong legislative framework eliminating the discriminatory legal basis for
unequal wealth ownership and unfair labour practices, and programmatic
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interventions aimed at directly redistributing wealth and opportunity, the
country continues to be characterised by one of the world’s highest levels
of income inequality and lowest levels of employment among the working-
age population. In the face of such persisting labour market disadvantage,
the ANC government has restated its commitment to AA and redistribution
as necessary correctives to address historical imbalances and bring about
a more inclusive economy (Zuma 2009, ANC 2010). At the political level, the
implementation of this programme of action has been the subject of much
debate, with considerable support and opposition being voiced across the
political spectrum. Recognising the importance attached to AA as a policy
instrument, it is somewhat surprising that only limited attention has been
devoted to mapping and understanding attitudinal differences towards this
approach. This study has aimed to contribute to the narrow evidence base
concerning public attitudes towards AA.

Examining trend data covering most of the last decade, our results
suggest that attitudes to race- and gender-based AA in the South African
labour market appear generally favourable on aggregate, but vary considerably
and somewhat erratically at the subgroup level and over time. From a policy
design perspective, the specified beneficiary of AA clearly seems to matter,
with more positive evaluations evident when the policies target women and
disabled persons relative to racial disadvantage. In addition, while there
appears to be a broad-based and resolute belief in the principle of racial
equality among South African adults, there is less of a consensus on specific
redress policies, with opposition directly proportionate to the degree of
prescriptiveness. This principle-implementation gap means that AA, which
is race preferential, secures less support than compensatory policies or
those focused on addressing class-based disadvantage. Related to this is
the increasingly common suggestion emanating from the academic
community for a paradigmatic change in policy to focus more on a class-
based redress agenda rather than a racial one (Goldstone 1992, Adam 1997,
Alexander 2007, Hammett 2008, Habib and Bentley 2008, Durrheim 2010). Our
results, taken together with those of other empirical studies, would seem to
suggest that there may be some merit in such a proposal, particularly in terms
of ensuring public support.

In common with international and national quantitative research, the
study indicates that attitudes to AA are significantly associated with the
individual characteristics of the attitude-holder. Evaluations of AA are more
positive among designated group members than non- designated group
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members. Therefore, black respondents were most supportive of race-based
AA than other population groups generally and white respondents in
particular. Similarly, female respondents were more supportive of gender-
based AA than men, with significant sex differences not evident in relation
to support for race-based AA. Less conclusive are age differentials in
support. The bivariate analysis suggested a negative relationship between
age and favourable perceptions of AA. Regression analysis shows that this
relationship holds in relation to support for race-based AA, but not in the
case of gender-based AA after controlling for other factors. It is worth
highlighting the fact that there remain distinct racial differences in support
for AA when controlling for other socio-demographic factors. This continued
salience is likely to be accounted for by other psychological attributes of the
perceiver. Future analysis of the SASAS data will need to explore these
attitudinal determinants in more depth.

Bivariate analysis also revealed significant differences in support on the
basis of individual and household-level socioeconomic traits, with especially
robust positive attitudes being provided by those with no schooling or
primary level education, unemployed work seekers, those with a low standard
of living, and residents of informal settlements and rural traditional authority
areas. Given that these are people that are least likely to have benefitted
directly from the implementation of AA policies to date, this support may be
linked to feelings of collective self-interest but could also possibly reflect
the hope and expectation that this redress policy will bring benefits to these
marginalized or vulnerable South Africans in the future.

With regard to the experimental measures on the perceived outcomes of
AA, relatively favourable attitudes are again expressed on average, with
close to two thirds of the adult population believing that AA is producing
a more skilled workforce and bringing about a more socially cohesive
society.  Population group differences are again notable, with African
respondents more positive about AA outcomes than other population
groups, and Indian respondents most skeptical. A key finding is that
employment status emerges as a significant predictor of beliefs in AA
outcomes. In contrast to the characteristics of general AA support, in this
instance, those least likely to have gained from AA in practice are those least
likely to express confidence in the policy’s outcomes. The unemployed,
while supporting the policy in principle due to the hope of benefitting in the
long-term, are also less likely than full time employees to agree that AA is
skilling the workforce or promoting social cohesion as this has not been their
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experience. Similarly, part-time employees, pensioners and the permanently
sick or disabled are also less convinced of the skills gains from AA than full
time employees. This fits well with the hypothesis about expectations
mentioned earlier. While there is a strong support for labour market redress,
especially among the poor and marginalized, there appears to a concomitant
scepticism among this segment of society about whether AA policy is
working optimally at present in delivering expected outcomes. Since most
poor South Africans are unlikely to be AA beneficiaries, it is plausible that
this scepticism reflects a sentiment that the policy is insufficiently broad-
based and thus needs to change to serve better their interests and needs.
This account is admittedly speculative and, as such, further empirical testing
is warranted to determine its validity.

The implication of these findings is that the current efforts to broaden the
base of AA and black economic empowerment assume increasing priority.
If education and labour market interventions at the policy and programmatic
level do not over the medium to longer term begin to improve opportunities
for poor adults of working age to access employment and better working
conditions, then the inherent risk is that the hopes that continue to be vested
in redress policies such as AA may dissipate, and be replaced with increased
disaffection. At the same time, policymakers need to find ways of overcoming
the division created by AA in its current form, potentially by repackaging
preferential redress policies in ways that are less threatening and that appeal
to the shared aversion for inequality demonstrated by South Africans across
the social, political and economic spectrum.

Notes
1. Section 6(1) of the Act prohibits discrimination against employees on the basis

of race, gender, sex, pregnancy, marital status, family responsibility, ethnic or
social origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, HIV status,
conscience, political opinion, culture, language and birth.

2. The Living Standards Measure was developed by the South African Advertising
Research Foundation (SAARF) and combines together responses to 29 variables
to classify the population into 10 LSM groups, where 10 is the highest and 1
is the lowest. Essentially, the LSM is a wealth measure based on standard of
living rather than income, and is in effect a form of index of the assets that
households possess. In the analysis presented here, low living standard
corresponds to LSMs 1-3, medium living standard refers to LSMs 4-6, and high
living standard to LSMs 7-10.
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3. Adult Indians with tertiary-level education were more likely to believe that
affirmative action is producing a more skilled workforce than those with a grade
8-11 (or equivalent) education. Similarly, those with a matric or equivalent-level
education were more inclined than those with a grade 8-11 (or equivalent)
education to express the opinion that affirmative action is helping to create a
more cohesive society.

4. To clarify, while the ANOVA results indicate that the effect of employment
status on the affirmative action outcome variable (creating a more unified
society) was significant among black South Africans (F=2.74, p=.0180) and
among white South Africans (F=4.47, p=.0006), the post hoc Scheffé tests were
all not significant at the 5 per cent level.

5. The ANOVA post hoc tests showed that coloured respondents aged 16-24 were
more positive than 50-64 year-olds on both measures, and also more positive
than those aged 65 and older on the skilled workforce outcome measure. Among
Indian respondents, the only significant age differences were for the social
cohesion outcome measure, with those aged 25-34 years more positive than 35-
49 year-olds. Finally, white respondents aged 65 years and older were less
convinced of the efficiency of affirmative action than 35-49 year-olds on both
measures and also 16-24 year-olds with regard to the skilled workforce outcome
measure.
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 Strongly 

agree 
Agree 

Neither 
nor 

Disagree 
Strongly 
disagree 

Do not 
know 

1. 

preferential hiring and 
promotion of Black 
African South Africans 
in employment. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

2. 
preferential hiring and 
promotion of women 
in employment. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

3. 
preferential hiring and 
promotion of the 
disabled 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

 
To what extent do you agree or disagree that the Affirmative Action policy in South Africa is… 
 

 
 Strongly 

agree 
Agree 

Neither 
nor 

Disagree 
Strongly 
disagree 

(Do not 
know) 

4. contributing to a more 
skilled workforce 

1 2 3 4 5 8 

5. creating a society that 
is more unified  

1 2 3 4 5 8 
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Appendix 1: Measures on affirmative active included in SASAS
Some people think black South Africans have been discriminated against, and
government should help them while others are against special treatment for Blacks.
To what extent do you agree or disagree that there should be…? [Showcard 2]




