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Introduction
It is commonly believed that people who are unable to find employment in the formal sector and 
need to fall back on low-skilled, informal work like day labouring and waste picking experience 
both financial and emotional deprivation. While the financial returns from these informal activities 
are often uncertain or inadequate, it should not be a foregone conclusion that the people performing 
this type of work are unhappy. There are a number of factors, other than straight earning power, 
that can possibly contribute to their relative satisfaction with life or their ‘subjective well-being’.

Subjective well-being (SWB), together with the factors contributing to the phenomenon, constitutes 
a highly complex field of study. Diener, Oishi and Lucas (2002:63) broadly define subjective 
well-being as ‘a person’s cognitive and affective evaluations of his or her life’. The cognitive dimension 
relates to a person’s views about their life in general as well as particular aspects of their life, such 
as work and personal relationships.

Ebrahim, Botha and Snowball (2013) and Hirata (2011) consider the relationship between 
happiness and absolute income to be one of the most important topics covered in the literature. 
Biswas-Diener and Diener (2001) expected people living in abject poverty in the slums of Calcutta 
(India) to be ‘miserable’. Surprisingly, the authors found people with relatively high levels of 
subjective well-being, in spite of their impoverishment. Blaauw et al. (2015) were similarly 
surprised to find that the majority of the participants in their study on landfill waste pickers in 
South Africa’s Free State province were not filled with despair – which would have equated with 
low levels of subjective well-being.

Background: The informal economy in South Africa provides employment to large numbers 
of people who would otherwise have no opportunity to earn a living. Yet informal activities, 
such as day labouring, generate highly uncertain returns. Although it seems reasonable to 
conclude that day labourers would be dissatisfied with their lives, this is not necessarily the 
case as several factors contribute to people’s subjective well-being.

Aim: This study is in response to a call for more research on the subjective well-being of 
marginalised groups in South Africa’s informal labour market.

Setting: The day labour market in South Africa, whose members congregate at hiring sites 
hoping to be picked up by passers-by in need of temporary, casual workers.

Methods: Using Sen’s Capability Approach, the study builds on earlier research conducted on 
the general well-being of day labourers in South Africa, with specific focus on their subjective 
well-being and geographical location. The results from a countrywide survey of 3830 day 
labourers were used in a regression analysis to compare the subjective well-being among day 
labourers across the nine provinces of South Africa.

Results: There are statistically significant differences in the well-being of day labourers across 
the nine provinces. Economic variables play a role in both objective and subjective measures of 
well-being, while attitudinal and comparison variables are significant for the objective and 
subjective measures, respectively.

Conclusions: Although they have to operate in harsh conditions, day labourers in South Africa 
display agency by choosing to migrate to richer provinces in search of greater economic 
opportunity and reward. However, these potential gains are often negated by increased levels 
of competition and thus depressed wage levels. How to nurture marginalised groups’ abilities 
to exercise agency and take more control of their lives represents fertile ground for researchers 
in future.

The subjective well-being of day labourers in South Africa: 
The role of income and geographical location
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The fact that the results of Blaauw et al. (2015) were unexpected 
lends weight to the conclusion reached by Cramm, Møller and 
Nieboer (2010) that subjective well-being among marginalised 
groups in the informal sector in South Africa is not well 
understood and receives sparse treatment in the literature. 
This gap in the literature is not surprising, since research on 
informal labour market activities, such as waste picking and 
day labouring, is difficult to conduct for various reasons. For 
example, day labour hiring sites in existence today may be 
gone tomorrow.

The study outlined in this paper expands on previous research 
by Blaauw et al. (2013) (which looked at well-being in a 
general sense) by focusing specifically on the subjective well-
being of day labourers and by introducing a new dimension: 
day labourers’ geographical location, which is influenced by 
migration patterns. Migration and geographical differences 
are important considerations in a study of subjective well-
being as they reflect day labourers’ willingness to move from 
poorer to richer provinces in pursuit of greater economic 
opportunity and choice.

Within this construct we used Sen’s Capability Approach 
(CA) to contextualise day labourers’ ability (or inability) to 
fully realise their potential and to achieve a satisfying 
existence. In line with the suggestion of Alatartseva and 
Barysheva (2015:37), we specifically measured day labourers’ 
material well-being in terms of the level and stability of 
income and other relevant indicators. Personal income, we 
argue, is especially important for subjective well-being 
among poor people (Cummins 2000; Diener et al. 1993). The 
results from the first (and up until now only) countrywide 
survey of day labourers in South Africa were used as the 
basis for the study.

The paper uses the Diener et al. (2002) definition of subjective 
well-being as the point of departure and then focuses 
specifically on the paradigm posed by Alatartseva and 
Barysheva (2015), which distinguishes between subjective 
and objective well-being. Whereas objective well-being uses 
quantifiable measures to determine a person’s quality of life 
or well-being (such as access to water, electricity, education, 
and so on), subjective well-being relates to a person’s own 
perceptions of their life.

While making an important and more nuanced contribution 
to the literature on subjective well-being among marginalised 
groups of people, the findings from this study also offer a 
number of practical insights into the factors that influence the 
ability of marginalised groups in the labour force, such as 
day labourers, to take control of their lives. Armed with this 
knowledge, policymakers and other members of society will 
be in a better position to take steps to help these people live 
more meaningful lives, as envisaged by Sen (1999, 2003).

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. The next section 
examines Sen’s Capability Approach, which provides the 
theoretical framework for the discussion. Subsequent sections 
provide a brief overview of the literature on day labouring and 

subjective well-being in South Africa, the survey methodology 
and results, the model selection and empirical analysis, the key 
conclusions, and avenues for further research.

Theoretical framework: Sen’s 
Capability Approach
Sen’s (1999) Capability Approach (CA) was used in this study 
as the theoretical framework to assess the subjective well-
being of day labourers in South Africa. Robeyns (2006) views 
the CA as a normative framework for evaluating and assessing 
the opportunities, freedoms and capabilities of people to make 
choices and live valuable lives, which then contributes to their 
well-being. This includes aspirations to be nourished, to be 
literate, to have shelter, and to experience good health, self-
respect and dignity (Alkire & Deneulin 2002; Robeyns 2005).

According to Sen (1999), the freedom to lead different types 
of life is reflected in a person’s capability set, which depends 
on factors such as educational level, health status and 
community involvement.

An important component in a person’s capability set is 
‘agency’, which is the ability to pursue and realise one’s own 
goals. The activity of day labouring is an example of agency 
in action. Faced with the opportunity and freedom to do so, 
day labourers choose to stand on street corners every day, 
often having migrated from other provinces and leaving 
their families behind. Sen (1999) explains that being free 
to  make choices may be directly conducive to well-being. 
Although the income earned by day labourers places them in 
the survivalist category (Blaauw, Louw & Schenck 2006), the 
freedom to choose how and where they work might provide 
them with a sense of achievement. This phenomenon will be 
explored more fully in this paper in the context of day 
labourers’ choice of geographical location and the impact 
thereof on subjective well-being.

Brief literature overview: Day 
labouring and subjective well-being 
in South Africa
As is the case in many other parts of the world, day labouring 
is on the increase in South Africa (Theodore et al. 2015). 
In  countries like the United States, it is mostly immigrants 
(almost exclusively from Latin America) who use day 
labouring as a means of gaining a foothold in the economy 
(Valenzuela et al. 2006). In South Africa, however, day 
labouring is the last resort for many who have lost their jobs 
or have been unable to secure employment in the formal 
economy. Immigrants from the rest of Southern Africa 
compete with South African day labourers for the available 
casual employment on offer (Theodore et al. 2015).

Day labourers are among the most marginalised and 
vulnerable groups in the South African informal economy 
(Theodore et al. 2015). Every day tens of thousands of men 
(and occasionally women) gather at hiring sites in towns and 
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cities, seeking employment for the day or for a limited period 
(Harmse, Blaauw & Schenck 2009). They have no guarantee of 
being hired on any of the six to seven days per week that they 
congregate at these sites. Day labour work is decidedly 
uncertain, with many labourers working in sub-standard 
conditions (Theodore, Valenzuela & Meléndez 2009). Long 
spells of not being hired and consequently not earning an 
income are expected to negatively affect their level of subjective 
well-being.

The economics literature provides a number of excellent 
reviews on the general determinants of well-being.1 However, 
literature on the subjective well-being of informally employed 
people in the labour market is much more meagre – both 
generally and in relation to South Africa. Blaauw et al. (2013) 
conducted an exploratory study on the possible determinants 
of subjective well-being among South Africa’s informally 
employed, using day labouring as a case study. The results 
from this study corroborated the importance of employment 
and income for both the objective and subjective well-being of 
those living in abject poverty (Blaauw et al. 2013). However, 
changes in income and the quality of jobs are also tied to 
the  location of the hiring sites within an urban or rural 
context.  Large urban areas are located in those provinces 
where economic activity is more intensive. Differences in the 
levels of economic activity and growth as well as income 
differentials between the various provinces are a driving force 
behind the internal migration of day labourers in South 
Africa. Recent findings by Statistics South Africa (2014:31) 
give impetus to this deduction. In 2006, the highest levels of 
poverty were found in Limpopo (74.4%), followed closely by 
the Eastern Cape (69.5%) and KwaZulu-Natal (69.1%). By 
contrast, poor people were in the minority in the Western 
Cape (36.9%) and Gauteng (32.4%) (Statistics South Africa 
2014:31). It therefore comes as no surprise that the majority of 
the day labourers in the Western Cape at the time of the 
survey were from the Eastern Cape.

With migration on the rise, location warrants more attention. 
Conceptually, the precise impact of location on happiness is 
difficult to determine. More densely populated urban areas 
theoretically provide more opportunities to earn an income, 
and this could plausibly increase levels of well-being. The 
other side of the coin, though, is that increased levels of 
migration can lead to an oversupply of day labour and hence 
a reduction in income and consequently well-being.

The question is, where do day labourers stand, especially 
given the precarious market conditions under which they 
operate? Available data suggest that day labourers, similar to 
other urban migrants, come to the wealthier provinces to find 
work. However, high levels of competition could result in 
many people’s expectations exceeding their actual ability to 
achieve a better life. Therefore, disappointment might set in 
and erode their subjective well-being.

Another study that dealt with the impact of geographical 
location on subjective well-being among migrants was that of 

1.See, for example, the work of Frey and Stutzer (2002) and Dolan, Peasgood and 
White (2008).

Knight and Gunatilaka (2008). The authors set out to explain 
why the mean happiness score of rural-to-urban migrants in 
China is lower than that of those who stay behind in the 
countryside. They postulated that the aspirations of migrants 
rise when they get to the cities, but then their achievements 
fall short of expectations. South Africa has also experienced 
significant rural-to-urban migration, with many day 
labourers in urban areas having originated in South Africa’s 
rural districts (Harmse et al. 2009).

Survey methodology
Sampling approach
On the basis of the protocol established by Valenzuela et al. 
(2006) in their nation-wide study of day labourers in the 
United States, the researchers conducted a census of day 
labourers in the various cities and towns in South Africa in 
2005 and 2006. The researchers recorded the names of the 
streets where the day labourers congregated and counted the 
number of day labourers at each site.2

An important inference to be made is that in a census of this 
nature, the numbers might not reflect the total size of the day 
labour workforce. For example, exclusions would be workers 
who were hired prior to the count and workers who regularly 
used the hiring site but for some reason did not search for 
work on the day in question (Valenzuela et al. 2006:4). There 
were close to 1000 locations in South Africa where people 
were picked up, while a minimum of 45 000, mostly African 
men, stood at these sites looking for work each day.3

Table 1 provides a summary of the estimated number of day 
labourers in the nine provinces in South Africa during the 
2005–2006 research and counting process, compared with the 
provincial population distribution at the time.

Table 1 shows that the provinces with the highest number 
of day labourers were the wealthier ones (Gauteng, Western 
Cape and KwaZulu-Natal). The interviews conducted with the 
day labourers confirmed these provinces as the most popular 
destinations for foreign and South African day labourers alike.

2.Given the length restrictions for this paper, see Blaauw (2010) for a detailed discussion 
on the choice of day and seasonal considerations and other operational arrangements.

3.See Harmse et al. (2009) for all the locations at municipal level.

TABLE 1: Estimated number of day labourers in the nine provinces of South Africa, 
2005‒2006.
Province Number of day 

labourers
% of total day 
labour population

% of projected total 
provincial population

Western Cape 8839 19.7 10
Eastern Cape 4379 9.8 14.9
Northern Cape 1790 4.0 1.9
Free State 5670 12.6 6.2
KwaZulu-Natal 7247 16.1 20.5
North West 3390 7.6 8.1
Gauteng 9948 22.2 19.4
Mpumalanga 2933 6.5 6.9
Limpopo 700 1.6 12
Total 44 896 100 100

Source: Statistics South Africa, 2006, Mid-year population estimates, South Africa 2006, 
viewed 13 August 2016, from http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/P0302/P03022006.pdf

http://www.sajems.org
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Regarding the sampling procedure, the capitals of all 
provinces and important hubs in the rural areas had to be 
covered proportionally according to the number of day 
labourers present. A cluster sampling approach was used 
(Rubin & Babbie 1997), with clustering taking place in terms of 
both the number of day labourers interviewed in each centre 
and the size of the various hiring sites. Had this not been done, 
there would have been an over-representation of rural versus 
urban areas and big hiring sites versus small hiring sites.

Aiming for a representative sample size of around 10% (to 
control for possible sampling error) meant that between 2500 
and 4000 interviews had to be conducted across South Africa 
(De Vos et al. 2004:200). The fieldwork commenced in 
February 2007 and was concluded at the beginning of 2008.4 
A total of 3830 questionnaires were accepted for the analysis, 
representing 8.5% of the estimated research population.

From an ethical standpoint, it was crucial not to deprive any 
day labourer of work because he was participating in the 
interview process. In some cases, therefore, interviews were 
not conducted. This meant that the data had to be cleaned so 
that a cross-sectional regression analysis could be conducted. 
Thereafter, the size of the sample was 2645.

Survey results: Descriptive statistics on day 
labourers in South Africa
The following descriptive statistics were compiled on the 
participants in the study.

Demographic characteristics and employment 
history
Table 2 provides a summary of the basic demographic 
characteristics of the day labourers who participated in the 
survey.

The survey results for gender and age of the day labourers 
reflect the racial composition of the broader informal 
sector  in  South Africa (Saunders 2005). Notably, the age 
distribution highlights the persistent unemployment and 
under-employment among the country’s youth (Statistics 
South Africa 2015). In addition, each day labourer supported 
an average of four people, excluding themselves. At least 
170  000 people survived on the income generated through 
this type of informal employment.

Income earned
A key element in the study of subjective well-being among 
day labourers is the income that they earn (Blaauw et al. 
2013). Table 3 shows the average income earned by survey 
participants in a ‘good week’ and ‘bad week’ respectively, 
across the different provinces.

4.Although this makes the data set 10 years old, it still remains the only data available. 
Furthermore, the extent of day labouring is expanding continuously, making it 
important to utilise the available data while the follow-up survey is currently being 
conducted.

However, merely looking at the averages does not tell the 
full story. Harmse et al. (2009) observed differences in attitude 
about income-earning prospects among day labourers in the 
various cities and towns across South Africa. An analysis of 
income earned at a more disaggregated level is also necessary. 
Table 4 and Table 5 disaggregate the distribution of income 
earned by day labourers in South Africa, in a good and bad 
week respectively, at the provincial level.

Table 4 reveals that in (what survey participants perceived as) 
good weeks, the majority of day labourers earned in excess of 
ZAR 400 per week in 2007. This applied to South Africa as a 
whole as well as to six of the nine provinces. Income levels in 

TABLE 2: Demographic profile and employment history of day labourers in 
South Africa, 2007‒2008.
Variable Category Value

Country of origin South Africa 85%
Zimbabwe 9.50%
Mozambique 2.60%
Lesotho 1.40%

Gender Male 96.40%
Female 3.60%

Race African 92%
Coloured 7.30%
White and Indian 0.70%

Age Younger than 30 47.10%
Between 30 and 35 22.90%
35 and older 30%

Education No schooling 6%
Some primary schooling 18.70%
Completed primary schooling 9.20%
Some secondary schooling 48.70%
Completed secondary schooling 14.80%
Post-school qualification 1.90%

Marital status Never married/single 56.10%
Married 26%
Living with a partner 9.90%
Separated/divorced 5.60%
Widowed 1.50%

Dependants Average 4
Number of children Average 2
Living conditions Living with their family 52%

Living in a permanent structure such as 
a brick house

32%

Employment history Had a full-time job before 51%
Hired more than three 
times by same employer 
as day labourer

It never happens 10%
It seldom happens 50%
It happens sometimes 25%
It happens often 15%

TABLE 3: Average income earned in a good week and a bad week by day labourers 
per province, 2007‒2008 (ZAR).
Province Good week Bad week

Gauteng 410 168
Mpumalanga 343 149
KwaZulu-Natal 407 162
Eastern Cape 365 135
Limpopo 150 53
North West 303 159
Free State 208 90
Northern Cape 288 121
Western Cape 554 228

http://www.sajems.org
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good weeks were clearly lower in the Free State, Northern 
Cape and Limpopo provinces.

Table 5 reveals only one income category (less than ZAR 
100 per week) applicable to the majority of day labourers in 
all provinces during a bad week. Again, it seems that the 
situation in the Free State, Northern Cape and Limpopo 
provinces was worse than at the national level. This in turn 
appears to mirror general inequality patterns in South Africa 
and highlights relative provincial economic performance 
at the time. This would have important implications for the 
power relations within the competitive day labour market. 
Given the persistent depressed economic conditions in 
these  provinces, day labourers had virtually no power to 
negotiate wages with prospective employers (Theodore et al. 
2015). Theory would suggest that these factors have an 
undeniably negative influence on the subjective well-being 
of day labourers in South Africa (Sen 1999, 2003). This 
deduction constitutes one of the key building blocks for the 
model selection and empirical analysis described in the next 
section.

Model selection and empirical 
analysis
Research method
To investigate the impact of geographical location on the 
well-being of day labourers in South Africa, we employed a 
cross-sectional analysis using dummy variables for the nine 
provinces – which the exploratory study by Blaauw et al. 
(2013) did not make provision for. The purpose of these 
dummy variables was to account for differences in the well-
being of day labourers between provinces. The model can be 
specified as follows:

yi = βXi + μD1i + μD2i .... + μDNi + μi
� [Eqn 1]

yi is the dependent variable for a certain cross-section (i); D is 
the subgroup in the cross-section – in this case, a province – 
and β is a k × 1 vector of parameters to be estimated on the 
k × 1 observations of the explanatory variables (X); i is 1,…N 
(Brooks 2008). As a robustness check, we also estimated a 
cross-sectional panel model. The results corroborated our 
findings. However, given that t = 1 in the panel analysis, we 
only report on the cross-sectional analysis in the ensuing 
paragraphs.

Model specification
Two functions were specified, namely a subjective and an 
objective function. The difference between these two functions 
was the dependent variable, which was a proxy for the 
subjective and objective measure of well-being. We based 
our  choice of the dependent variable for the subjective 
function on the work of Knight, Song and Gunatilaka (2009), 
which concluded that satisfaction with household income 
is one possible measure of subjective well-being (SWB). The 
dependent variable for the subjective function was the 
satisfaction of the day labourer with their level of income 
(Is your income worse, or good or better than expected?). This 
was a binary type variable with two categories (D = 0 if it is 
worse; D = 1 if it is good or better than expected). The variable 
may, at first glance, appear to be merely an income satisfaction 
variable. However, there is an argument that even if the actual 
income is as good as expected, it does not necessarily mean 
that the individual is satisfied or happy with it. The socio-
economic construct of day labourers potentially counters this 
conclusion.

Since day labouring is a survival strategy, traditional economic 
considerations such as optimality and wealth creation do not 

TABLE 5: Distribution of income earned in a bad week by day labourers per province, 2007 (percentages).
Variable ZAR 0‒ZAR 100 ZAR 101‒ZAR 200 ZAR 201‒ZAR 300 ZAR 301‒ZAR 400 More than ZAR 400 Total

Gauteng 44.3 35.4 10.8 4.8 4.7 100
Mpumalanga 47.6 24.6 17.3 6.5 4.0 100
KwaZulu-Natal 62.9 11.7 10.4 4.4 10.6 100
Eastern Cape 57.5 23.5 11.8 5.0 2.2 100
Limpopo 99.0 – – – 1.0 100
North West 53.0 17.8 12.3 4.6 12.3 100
Free State 71.2 23.6 3.4 1.0 0.8 100
Northern Cape 62.1 26.0 8.5 1.7 1.7 100
Western Cape 40.8 16.7 15.0 10.6 16.9 100
South Africa 53.3 22.3 11.1 5.4 7.9 100

TABLE 4: Distribution of income earned in a good week by day labourers per province, 2007 (percentages).
Variable Less than ZAR 100 ZAR 100‒ZAR 199 ZAR 200‒ZAR 299 ZAR 300‒ZAR 399 More than ZAR 400 Not specified Total

Gauteng 2.3 6.8 9.5 24 53.4 4 100
Mpumalanga 8.7 23.8 9.7 1.8 51.3 4.7 100
KwaZulu-Natal 0.9 19.5 28.7 14.4 31.1 5.4 100
Eastern Cape 5.3 17.4 17.8 21.3 34.6 3.6 100
Limpopo 14.4 61.3 19.8 0.9 1.8 1.8 100
North West 11.7 31 10.9 10.5 31.5 4.4 100
Free State 21.1 17.7 30.6 23.2 3.7 3.7 100
Northern Cape 8.4 27.3 25.1 10.5 15.3 13.4 100
Western Cape 1.1 7.2 17.8 13.2 56.8 3.9 100
South Africa 6.1 16 18.6 16.6 38.2 4.5 100
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feature directly. Therefore, within this unique context, the 
dependent variable does not merely constitute a comparison 
between expectations and reality; indeed, it is a measure of 
subjective well-being among labourers.

Day labourers are well aware that the supply of their type of 
work is increasing constantly while the demand is not 
keeping pace. The proverbial cake must therefore be shared 
among an ever-growing day labour force, while a constantly 
diminishing level of real earnings is expected (Blaauw et al. 
2013). This view is supported by the fact that reservation 
wages are steadily falling in many informal labour markets 
(Theodore et al. 2009). If a day labourer says his or her income 
is as good as or better than expected, it shows a level of 
subjective satisfaction, given the typical uncertainty and 
income variances in the day labour market. The fact that this 
was a recurring theme in discussions with the survey 
participants convincingly motivates the use of this variable 
in the subjective function. We therefore argue that the 
dependent variable does not merely mean a comparison 
between expectations and reality; it is a measure of subjective 
well-being among labourers.

According to the literature, income is a very important 
indicator of well-being in poor communities (Diener et al. 
1993, 2002). The dependent variable for the objective function 
was the log of the best wage earned per day. When day 
labourers achieve their best income levels, it brings about a 
feeling of happiness and improved well-being (Blaauw et al. 
2013).

Table 6 and Table 7 provide descriptive statistics of the 
dependent variables for the objective and subjective functions 
of the two models.

The two dependent variables were the ‘Best wage’ and ‘Good 
or better expectations’, respectively. The highest mean best 
wage was in the Western Cape, followed by KwaZulu-Natal 
and Gauteng. The maximum best wages recorded were in 
KwaZulu-Natal, Gauteng and Limpopo. The lowest mean 
best wage was in the Free State. There was high dispersion in 
the data, as revealed in the large differences between the 
minimum and maximum best wages per province as well as 
the high kurtosis values.

For the subjective measure (looking at the percentage of 
total day labourers per province), the Eastern Cape recorded 
the most labourers with good or better income expectations, 
followed by Gauteng and the Western Cape. Together 
these accounted for about 50% of the sample per province. 
Limpopo recorded the lowest number of labourers satisfied 
with their income (only 3%), followed by the Free State and 
KwaZulu-Natal.

Table 7 indicates the best wage divided into categories. In 
addition, it shows the number of day labourers whose income 
expectations were worse, or good or better, according to these 
wage categories. It is evident that the first two best wage 
categories were dominant with lower numbers recorded as 
the income levels increased. Furthermore, it is in these two 
best wage categories that the income expectations were also 
the worst. Looking at the full sample, 58% of day labourers 
were not satisfied with their income as opposed to 42% who 
were satisfied.

The basic approach to specifying a well-being function is 
to include basic variables, conventional economic variables, 
comparison variables, community variables and attitudinal 
variables as explanatory variables (Cummins 2000; Kingdon 
& Knight 2004; Knight et al. 2009). The following variables 
from the day labourer survey were used and classified 
according to these broad categories:

TABLE 6: Descriptive statistics for the dependent variables.
Variable Eastern Cape Free State Gauteng KwaZulu-Natal Limpopo Mpumalanga Northern Cape North West Western Cape Full sample

Objective measure: Best wage
Mean (ZAR) 106.26 81.80 132.52 136.40 92.53 89.97 91.51 93.42 155.53 121.25
Median (ZAR) 95 80 150 100 70 80 80 90 120 100
Maximum (ZAR) 400 300 501 600 500 400 450 220 450 600
Minimum (ZAR) 20 20 25 40 40 30 25 40 30 20
Standard deviation 50.69 30.85 49.69 107.99 55.01 49.91 59.04 37.78 83.07 71.37
Skewness 1.39 2.01 2.32 2.58 4.63 3.41 2.63 0.68 1.03 2.47
Kurtosis 6.78 14.60 16.81 9.67 33.32 19.89 13.34 2.81 3.54 12.44
Observations 306 212 681 366 95 166 159 165 495 2645
Subjective measure: Good or better expectations
Number 166 39 352 112 3 59 74 61 251 1117
% of total 54.25 18.40 51.69 30.60 3.16 35.54 46.54 36.97 50.71 42.23

TABLE 7: Descriptive statistics for best wage in categories.
Best wage in ZAR Variable Expectations Total

Worse Good or better

0‒99 Count 745 334 1079
% 28.17 12.63 40.79

100‒199 Count 746 561 1307
% 28.20 21.21 49.41

200‒299 Count 23 128 151
% 0.87 4.84 5.71

300‒399 Count 9 63 72
% 0.34 2.38 2.72

400‒499 Count 2 16 18
% 0.08 0.60 0.68

500‒599 Count 3 9 12
% 0.11 0.34 0.45

600‒699 Count 0 6 6
% 0.00 0.23 0.23

Total Count 1528 1117 2645
% 57.77 42.23 100.00
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The basic demographic variables are standard throughout 
the literature. They include gender, education, marital status 
and age. In this survey, age was categorised and was not used 
as a continuous variable. See Tables 8–11 below.

The comparison between current income and past 
circumstances and aspirations formed the subjective 
perception of the participants of their financial situation. 
These comparison variables were primarily a comparison of 
an individual at different times, or with other day labourers 
that the participant knew.

The attitudinal variables were included to control for 
behaviour, which affected subjective well-being. The three 
attitudinal variables reflected the psychological state of mind 
or attitude shaping their perception of their job or situation. 
The community variables captured the unobserved provincial 
differences, which could have been related to government 
funding, infrastructure in rural areas, governance, environment 
and culture (Knight et al. 2009). The variables were grouped 
according to the nine provinces in South Africa.

Estimation results
The objective and subjective functions were estimated on a 
cross-section with 2645 (n) observations within the dummy 
variable framework. The two-stage least-squares method 
(2SLS) was used in the objective function, but due to the 

binary nature of the dependent variable for the subjective 
function a probit model was selected as the most appropriate 
model for this function.

The income variable, log of the wage in a good week 
(GOODWEEK), was instrumented because of endogeneity 
problems that occur with income when estimating 
SWB functions (Kingdon & Knight 2004; Senik 2005). The 
endogeneity test indicated that the income variable 
(GOODWEEK and the change in income) was endogenous 
in the objective function, but not in the subjective function. 

TABLE 11: Attitudinal variables.
Variable Definition or 

question in survey
Expected sign 
of coefficient

A priori reasoning for 
expected sign

Injury Have you incurred 
an injury?

- If the day labourer incurred 
an injury he or she would 
probably have a negative 
attitude towards his or her 
job and situation.

Support Do you have a 
support group?

+ If the day labourer is part of a 
group of day labourers who 
support each other, he or she 
would have a positive attitude.

Stayfamily Do you stay with 
family?

+ If the day labourer stays with 
his or her family it is assumed 
that he or she receives family 
support.

Source: Blaauw, P.F., Botha, I., Schenck, R. & Schoeman, C., 2013, ‘Happy in the informal 
economy? A case study of well-being among day labourers in South Africa’, International 
Business & Economics Research Journal 12(6), 635‒654. https://doi.org/10.19030/iber.
v12i6.7870

TABLE 10: Comparison variables.
Variable Definition or 

question in survey
Expected sign 
of coefficient

A priori reasoning for 
expected sign

Jobsbetter Are jobs better at 
this site?

+ This is a comparison with 
himself or herself or with other 
day labourers. The possibility 
of a better site makes the day 
labourer feel better.

Food Do you have enough 
food?

+ If the day labourer had food he 
or she would feel more positive 
about his or her job 
(comparison with himself or 
herself or other day labourers).

Change Change in income + OR – This is the difference between 
income from a good week and 
that from a bad week; the sign 
therefore depends on whether 
the change is negative or 
positive.

Source: Blaauw, P.F., Botha, I., Schenck, R. & Schoeman, C., 2013, ‘Happy in the informal 
economy? A case study of well-being among day labourers in South Africa’, International 
Business & Economics Research Journal 12(6), 635‒654. https://doi.org/10.19030/iber.
v12i6.7870

TABLE 9: Economic variables.
Variable Definition or 

question in survey
Expected sign 
of coefficient

A priori reasoning for 
expected sign

Good week The income variable 
is the log of the wage 
in a good week

+ If a day labourer earned a good 
week’s wage, he or she would 
probably feel positive.

Full-time Were you previously 
employed full-time?

– The wage income in the formal 
economy will probably be much 
higher, and therefore negativity 
persists about day labouring.

Lookfulltime Are you looking for a 
full-time job?

– If a day labourer is currently 
looking for a full-time job it is 
assumed that he or she is 
unhappy with his or her 
current job situation.

Turndown Have you turned 
down a job?

– A day labourer will turn down 
a job when the wage is too low, 
leading to further dejection 
and despair. 

Source: Blaauw, P.F., Botha, I., Schenck, R. & Schoeman, C., 2013, ‘Happy in the informal 
economy? A case study of well-being among day labourers in South Africa’, International 
Business & Economics Research Journal 12(6), 635‒654. https://doi.org/10.19030/iber.
v12i6.7870

TABLE 8: Basic demographic variables.
Variable Definition/question 

in survey 
Expected sign 
of coefficient

A priori reasoning for 
expected sign

African Race Irrelevant Most day labourers are African.
Male Gender Irrelevant Most day labourers are male.
Primary Completed 

primary school
+ Education at primary level does 

not affect SWB negatively.
Secondary Did not complete 

secondary school
+ Education at secondary level, 

not completed, does not affect 
SWB negatively.

Complete Completed 
secondary school

– People expect more from life 
when they have completed 
secondary school.

Married Marital status + Knight et al. (2009) found that 
people who are married are 
happier. 

Divorced Marital status – Botha and Booysen (2013) 
found that in South Africa 
married people are more 
satisfied than those from all 
other marital status groups.

Twenties Age – The younger the day labourer, 
the less happy he or she is 
expected to be, since he or she 
is looking for a better life 
(Gonzo & Plattner 2003:47). 
Older people, on the other 
hand, are negative because 
they know it is difficult to enter 
the formal job market, which 
gives rise to further feelings 
of despair and self-doubt.

Thirties Age – See above.
Forties Age – See above.
Over 50 Age ± See above; alternatively, they 

have made peace with their 
circumstances. This is an 
adaptation of the u-curve for 
subjective well-being with age.

Source: Blaauw, P.F., Botha, I., Schenck, R. & Schoeman, C., 2013, ‘Happy in the informal 
economy? A case study of well-being among day labourers in South Africa’, International 
Business & Economics Research Journal 12(6), 635‒654. https://doi.org/10.19030/iber.
v12i6.7870
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The J-statistic probabilities were 0.0 and 0.58 for the objective 
and subjective functions, respectively. In the case of the 
objective function, the null hypothesis (exogeneity) was 
rejected, indicating the endogeneity of the variable.

The log of the lowest wage (LOWWAGE), change in the log 
of the lowest wage and the number of months working as a 
day labourer (MONTHS) were used as possible instruments. 
The orthogonality C-test confirmed the exogeneity of these 
variables where the probability of the J-statistic was >0.05 
and showed acceptance of the null hypothesis (exogeneity). 
The weak instrument test showed that the number of months 
working as a day labourer was weaker than the other two 
instruments. The estimation results for the objective function 
and the subjective function are presented in Table 12.

Objective function results
Most demographic variables were significant in the 
2SLS  model, which estimated objective well-being across 

South  Africa. The twenties age group was significant. The 
education variables were significant with an unexpected 
sign for completed secondary school. The economic variables 
were all significant and the signs were according to 
expectations, except for previously having a full-time job 
which recorded a positive sign. Possibly, former full-time 
workers were more confident of their future prospects at 
the time of being interviewed as opposed to being dejected 
or  angry about losing their employment status. Only the 
job  opportunity and food variables were significant for 
the  comparison variables – the signs were unexpected. For 
example, having enough food might reduce the opportunity 
cost of not standing on the street corner for days on end, 
leading to less employment and income. This might well be a 
cyclical and therefore non-linear relationship which needs to 
be tested in future research. The attitudinal variables were all 
significant, except for staying with family.

When accounting for the differences in provinces in the 
sample (2SLS with dummies), the significance of some of the 

TABLE 12: Results for the objective and subjective functions.
Variable Objective Subjective

2SLS SE Sig. level 2SLS 
(dummies)

SE Sig. level Probit SE Sig. level Probit 
(dummies)

SE Sig. level

African 0.08 0.045 10% –0.001 –0.022 - –0.011 0.136 - –0.091 0.153 -
Male 0.087 0.056 - 0.125 2.143 5% –0.496 0.201 1% –0.556 0.204 1%
Primary 0.142 0.050 1% 0.102 2.204 5% –0.286 0.163 5% –0.306 0.167 10%
Secondary 0.247 0.047 1% 0.203 4.450 1% –0.159 0.163 - –0.194 0.168 -
Complete 0.281 0.055 1% 0.247 4.622 1% –0.12 0.181 - –0.121 0.185 -
Married 0.063 0.025 5% 0.065 2.738 1% –0.008 0.085 - –0.025 0.087 -
Divorced –0.018 0.042 - –0.034 –0.839 - 0.103 0.161 - 0.157 0.166 -
Twenties –0.066 0.034 10% –0.081 –2.547 5% –0.195 0.107 10% –0.173 0.109 -
Thirties 0.001 0.032 - 0.011 0.384 - –0.123 0.115 - –0.145 0.117 -
Forties –0.037 0.037 - –0.039 –1.151 - 0 0.126 - –0.026 0.127 -
Over50 –0.051 0.057 - –0.034 –0.652 - –0.161 0.192 - –0.208 0.195 -
Economic
Log (goodweek) 0.603 0.031 1% 0.377 8.367 1% 0.759 0.073 1% 0.778 0.081 1%
Full 0.045 0.021 5% 0.065 3.392 1% –0.266 0.073 1% –0.322 0.075 1%
Looking –0.113 0.049 5% –0.094 –1.924 10% –0.009 0.186 - –0.049 0.187 -
Turndown –0.066 0.031 5% –0.038 –1.250 - –0.034 0.099 - –0.032 0.101 -
Comparison
Jobopp –0.089 0.035 5% 0.014 0.364 - 1.78 0.078 1% 1.726 0.080 1%
Food –0.132 0.047 1% 0.016 0.344 - 0.559 0.074 1% 0.571 0.077 1%
Dlog (goodweek) 0.015 0.021 - 0.017 0.805 - –0.192 0.059 1% –0.204 0.061 1%
Attitudes
Injury –0.108 0.030 1% –0.091 –3.104 1% 0.013 0.104 - 0.085 0.107 -
Support 0.145 0.022 1% 0.142 6.781 1% –0.111 0.080 - –0.14 0.084 10%
Stayfamily 0.022 0.022 - 0.041 1.974 5% –0.087 0.073 - –0.105 0.077 -
C 0.878 0.209 1% - - - –4.641 0.522 1% - - -
Community
Gauteng - - - 2.166 8.093 1% - - - –4.358 0.584 1%
Mpumalanga - - - 2.003 7.595 1% - - - –4.521 0.588 1%
Kwazulu-Natal - - - 2.291 8.540 1% - - - –4.749 0.581 1%
Eastern Cape - - - 2.082 7.808 1% - - - –4.221 0.580 1%
Limpopo - - - 2.195 8.957 1% - - - –4.667 0.617 1%
North West - - - 2.06 8.015 1% - - - –4.233 0.586 1%
Free State - - - 2.033 8.019 1% - - - –4.534 0.563 1%
Northern Cape - - - 2.018 7.946 1% - - - –4.544 0.542 1%
Western Cape - - - 2.45 8.373 1% - - - –4.719 0.594 1%
Total observations 2645 - - 2636 - - 2645 - - 2636 - -
Adjusted R2 0.46 - - 0.52 - - 0.55 - - 0.42 - -
SE of regression 0.39 - - 0.37 - - 0.3 - - 0.3 - -

Sig. level, significance level; 2SLS, two-stage least-squares; SE, standard error; C, orthogonality C-test.
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variables changed. Most of the variables that were significant 
in the 2SLS model were still significant with the same sign, 
except for the economic variable turned down a job which 
became insignificant, and the comparison variables having 
food and better job opportunities at this site became 
insignificant. The attitudinal variable, staying with family, 
became significant. All the economic and attitudinal variables 
became significant (except turned down a job) in the dummy 
variable model. The dummy variables for the nine provinces 
indicating the geographical links and community variables 
were all significant. This shows that there were significant 
differences between the provinces and it confirms the 
importance of community variables as explanatory variables 
for well-being functions. The bigger size effects for provinces 
such as the Western Cape and Gauteng possibly reflected their 
status as the powerhouse economic regions in South Africa.

Subjective function results
The subjective function was first modelled using the probit 
model to estimate subjective well-being in South Africa, 
while the second probit model used dummy variables to 
account for the differences between the provinces in South 
Africa. The results of the two models were very similar. Only 
gender, primary schooling and the twenties age group (only 
in the first probit) were significant. The economic variables, 
income and whether the participant previously had a full-
time job were significant with the expected sign. All the 
comparison variables were significant with the expected 
sign. No attitudinal variables were significant, except for the 
support variable in the dummy variable model with an 
unexpected sign. The support variable was only significant at 
the 90% confidence level and might reflect the fact that day 
labourers saw the need for support as detracting from their 
perceptions of their own capabilities and levels of agency.

The dummy variables for the nine provinces indicating 
the  geographical links and community variables were all 
significant. This shows that there were significant differences 
between the provinces and also confirms the importance of 
community variables as explanatory variables for well-being 
functions. The negative signs in the case of the subjective 
function might reflect the disappointment linked to anticipated 
better opportunities in the migrant destination provinces as 
well as the prevailing negative perceptions in the poorer 
provinces from which the migrants originated.

Comparing the objective and subjective functions, there were 
clear differences in the results. The attitudinal variables were 
significant in the objective function, whereas comparison 
variables were significant in the subjective function. The 
economic variables were significant in both functions; 
however, only two of the four variables were significant in 
the subjective function. This confirms what the literature says 
about income being an important factor in determining well-
being within poor communities.

The objective function was mainly driven by the tangible 
aspects of day labouring, such as staying with family, injuries 

occurring and being part of a support group, while the 
dependent variable was the actual income. The subjective 
function was mainly driven by comparison variables, 
including whether there were better job opportunities at the 
site, whether day labourers had enough food and changes in 
income. These variables were based more on perceptions and 
the function’s dependent variable was based on income 
expectations. The community variables and the dummy 
variables for the provinces were significant in both functions. 
The objective function’s coefficients were positive and 
indicated that the provinces differed in terms of income 
(Knight et al. 2009). The subjective function’s coefficients 
were negative, showing that perceptions of well-being had a 
negative impact on subjective well-being – which was in 
contrast to the positive impact on well-being in the objective 
function. This possibly also explained the different signs for 
the full-time job variable in the two functions. This is because 
the perception of a full-time job was negatively perceived in 
terms of subjective well-being, in contrast to the positive sign 
in the objective function, which was linked to a certain 
income rather than the perception.

Mulcahy and Kollamparambil (2016) found that rural-​to-
urban migration has a negative impact on subjective well-
being in South Africa due to unmet expectations and 
aspirations, and emotional fallout. For day labourers in South 
Africa, this may also be the case. The richer provinces have 
more job opportunities but also more competition, and 
therefore the income may not be as good as day labourers 
expect. This is supported by the evidence presented in a 
study by Krugell and Blaauw (2011): in metropolitan areas, 
greater occupation density was negatively associated with 
the earnings of day labourers, which reflected the competition 
for jobs among day labourers in the big cities. A general 
increase in the number of day labourers in South Africa’s 
major cities since the global economic downturn and slower 
growth in the construction industry have given rise to even 
greater competition.

Key conclusions
Objective and subjective well-being functions were used 
to  determine whether the well-being of day labourers 
in  South Africa differed from one province to the next. 
The  literature revealed broad categories of determinants 
(economic, comparison, attitudinal and communities) that 
influence well-being in general.

The findings from this study confirmed that economic 
variables do play a role in both measures of well-being, and 
that attitudinal and comparison variables are significant in the 
objective and subjective measures of well-being, respectively. 
The results resonate with the work of Sen (1999, 2003). Income 
is a leading indicator of capability among day labourers. It 
allows them to provide for their dependants and to exercise 
agency in an often unforgiving labour market environment.

The findings also confirmed that geographical links and 
community variables are significant in both functions, 
indicating that well-being is statistically different between 
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the  provinces. This seems a plausible result, given that 
migration to provinces that are doing better economically can 
potentially add to the freedom and capabilities enjoyed by 
day labourers. To reiterate, it is the agency that day labourers 
display in leaving family and familiar surroundings behind in 
search of better opportunities that makes such benefits 
possible. However, on a subjective level, these potential gains 
are to a large extent negated by increased levels of competition 
and an oversupply of day labourers in most urban labour 
markets. This often leaves day labourers disappointed with 
the returns from their ‘agency investment’, so to speak.

Furthermore, the impact of the community variables on 
the well-being of day labourers differs between the objective 
and subjective functions, confirming the importance of the 
measures of well-being. The impact of community variables 
on well-being for the objective function was positive due 
to  its direct link to income, as opposed to the negative 
impact  for the subjective function because of the subjective 
nature of perceptions. Moreover, these findings are linked 
to  the different degrees of prominence of the attitudinal 
and  comparison determinants of well-being between these 
functions.

Avenues for further research
On a methodological level, the results open up new avenues 
for refining the study of subjective well-being as it relates 
to  the informal economy. The question arising from the 
application of Sen’s CA is the extent to which it is not the 
income per se that influences the level of subjective well-
being but rather what people can afford with the income and 
the welfare difference they feel afterwards (such as freedom 
from hunger and other forms of marginalisation) that 
determine their levels of subjective well-being. Although the 
literature supports income as a measure of objective well-
being, it cannot speak to the capabilities, functionings and 
freedoms it brings. Measuring the dimensions of subjective 
well-being is the methodological challenge for future research 
flowing from this study.

Well-being in the informal economy is a multifaceted 
phenomenon. It is imperative to use both the objective and 
subjective measures of well-being when dealing with well-
being among day labourers and, by implication, other 
marginalised groups. For many vulnerable groups such as 
day labourers, waste pickers and car guards, the informal 
economy offers both opportunities and certain freedoms to 
the unemployed. Even with limited capabilities, these people 
are able to access work and income through some form of 
agency. This offers them at least some self-respect and 
provides an alternative to a life of begging or, worse, crime. 
A  day labourer in Port Elizabeth summed it up very well: 
‘We cannot sit at home and watch the hungry family’.

Finding ways to enhance and deepen the agency and 
capabilities offered by the informal economy will provide an 
important new field of research for academics and other 
research professionals. This in turn will lay the foundation 

for more robust urban and social development policies and 
implementation plans in South Africa, and strengthen hopes 
for a much more equal society.
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