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Abstract Frequent residential movement challenges children to adapt to change,
amongst others, houses and neighbourhoods, friends and schools, and this may have
either or both negative and positive influences on their health and well-being.
However, there is currently little knowledge of the patterns of child residential
mobility within South Africa’s urban environment. This paper uses address data of
children in the Birth to Twenty cohort to analyse the frequencies and patterns of
residential mobility observed over the first 14 years of these children’s lives. Of the
3,273 children enrolled into the cohort in 1990, two thirds of the children (64%)
have moved home at least once. Nonetheless, a third of the children never moved,
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indicating some stability among the urban child population. Residential moves by
children were found to be associated with both the lowest resourced and the highest
resourced households.

Keywords Residential mobility . Migration . Urban children . South Africa

Introduction

Movement patterns in South Africa have assumed a unique form as a result of
the country’s political and social history (Wentzel and Tlabela 2006). Forced
and controlled migration took root in Southern Africa with the British colonial
system encouraging circular migration and discouraging permanent urban
settlement amongst native populations recruited from rural surrounds as members
of an urban work force (Crush 2000; Hargrove 2007). With the onset of the
Apartheid system in South Africa, a series of legislative initiatives were introduced,
which sought to further control the movement and settlement of specifically Black
South Africans. The system of movement (influx) control and the introduction of the
Group Areas Act, were amongst the segregationalist policies concerned with
restricting Black urbanisation and regulating the accommodation of Black workers
in urban areas, while simultaneously ensuring that labour demands in urban areas
could be met (Giliomee and Schlemmer 1985; Posel 1991). A prominent characteristic
of this simultaneous labour market and residential control was oscillatory migration,
primarily of men, between urban locations of employment and rural homesteads where
women and children remained (Wilson 1972). As a result, residential arrangements
fluctuated with fluid household structures of varying sizes and compositions (Murray
1981). The end of Apartheid and the years following South Africa’s transition to
democracy have seen a marked relative rise in rates of urbanisation amongst Black
people (Kok and Collinson 2006; Statistics South Africa 2007).

Despite the absence of legal barriers to movement, there is evidence that the
oscillatory labour migration trends have not significantly altered, nor have they
been replaced by increases in permanent urban settlement that might have been
anticipated (Posel 2006). Furthermore, rises in female labour migration have been
observed as increasing numbers of women enter the labour market in an
environment of changing work conditions and social roles (Posel and Casale 2003;
Collinson et al. 2006a).

In the context of a highly mobile adult population, corresponding patterns of
movement amongst children have been investigated only minimally. Current South
African research has shown that patterns of movement involving children can take
place within urban or rural environments, or between rural and urban areas, and that
they can be either permanent or temporary (Collinson et al. 2006a). Children have
been reported to move either together with one or more primary caregivers or
independent of them (Van der Waal 1996). Movement may be prompted primarily by
the connected adult/s (who may move to access an employment opportunity, or in
response to relationship formation/dissolution). Movement may also be motivated by
children’s specific needs or circumstances such as movement to gain access to
education, or movement in response to the death of a caregiver (Van der Waal 1996;
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Ford and Hosegood 2005; Collinson et al. 2006a). Motives for moves are, however,
unlikely to be clear cut, and may result from decision-making with consideration
of both adult and child factors. In addition, child care arrangements may be fluid
with children shifting between homes in order to maximise access to care and
resources, or to provide support to extended kin through the mechanism of child
fosterage (Jones 1993; Van der Waal 1996). Nevertheless, there is a dearth of
research on children’s movement patterns in South Africa and in other low- and
middle-income countries.

The lack of information about child migration stems from the fact that most
data concerning population movements in South Africa have been collected as part
of cross-sectional national population censuses, which are primarily concerned
with investigating economically active adults and inter-provincial movements
(Hosegood and Ford 2003). These surveys pose problems in the investigation of
child movements for the following reasons: they are centred on the household
rather than the individual as the unit of analysis, there are complexities
associated with measuring and defining mobility of children in terms of their
connection to related adults or households, and there are difficulties associated
with gaining access to mobile children for the purpose of data collection. Studies
using demographic surveillance systems such as those based at Agincourt and
Mtubatuba have investigated the movements of children as members of
households in rural South Africa. However, there is no published research
directly exploring residential mobility amongst children born and residing in
urban areas of South Africa.

The urban environment is often thought to promise higher standards of living
though easier access to health care, social services, employment and educational
facilities. However, urban systems frequently reinforce patterns of inequality and
poverty, thus increasing the vulnerability of the poor (South African Cities Network
2006). Recent migrants to urban areas have been found to be particularly
disadvantaged by negative aspects of urban living such as over-crowding, inadequate
housing and amenities, material deprivation and crime (Brockerhoff 1995; Richter et
al. 2006). In such circumstances, children are particularly vulnerable to a range of
negative health and social consequences (Barbarin and Richter 2001). Research
conducted in developing countries has linked high levels of mobility amongst
children to a range of negative health and social consequences such as increased
child mortality, susceptibility to disease, exposure to violence and increased
psychological distress (Magwaza 1994; Brockerhoff 1995; Barbarin and Richter
2001; Garenne 2003). However, mobility may also be associated with improved
standards of living and health (Collinson et al. 2006b). The relationship between
urbanisation and mobility and their associations with child health and well-being is
complex and has been shown to be influenced by the form the migration takes, as
well as a range of confounders including residential arrangements, family and
household structures and socioeconomic status (Collinson et al. 2006b; Tucker et al.
1998; Garenne 2003). There has been limited research in the developing country
context to understand the associations between mobility, household structures and
child well-being.

South Africa’s largest urban population is based within the Greater Johannesburg/
Soweto area (in the Gauteng Province), which is also the largest receiver of net in-
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migrants from other provinces in the country—across all population groups (Kok et
al. 2003; Statistics South Africa 2006). The attractiveness of Gauteng as a migration
destination stems largely from the fact that the province is the economic hub of
South Africa with the highest reported employment growth rates (South African
Cities Network 2006). Within the Gauteng Province, relatively high levels of adult
residential movement and circular migration have been observed, often in response
to opportunities for employment, education, transportation and housing (Rule 2000;
Richter et al. 2004). The Greater Johannesburg/Soweto area provides an appropriate
context in which to explore patterns of residential mobility amongst a group of urban
South African children who form part of the Birth to Twenty cohort.

This paper presents results from a 14-year longitudinal study of child residential
movement in the Greater Johannesburg area, using data collected through the Birth
to Twenty Research Programme (BT20). BT20 is a longitudinal birth cohort study,
and, as such, is in a unique position to address research questions concerning
changing social dynamics over time. The paper describes the movement patterns and
frequencies of child residential mobility as well as elicited reasons prompting
residential change. Key demographic factors associated with differing levels of
residential movement are also considered.

Methods

Study Sample and Protocol

The BT20 cohort was defined to include all children born within a 7-week period
between April and June 1990 at public delivery centres in the Greater Johannesburg
Metropolitan Area, including Soweto and Diepmeadow. The cohort was further
refined to include only those women and children who were identified as having a
residential address in Johannesburg–Soweto both at the time of delivery, and in the
6 months following the birth of the child, to exclude non-residential women who
came into Johannesburg/Soweto only to deliver their baby. Upon inception of the
study, the longitudinal sample comprised a residential cohort of 3,273 children. The
research aims and goals of the BT20 project, and characteristics of the sample, are
described elsewhere (see Richter et al. 2004, 2007).

At recruitment, the BT20 cohort was demographically representative of the area.
The largest proportion of children in the cohort was Black (78.5%), born at a public
hospital (86.5%) and resident in the Soweto/Diepmeadow area at birth (74.2%).
White, Coloured and Asian children made up 6.3%, 11.7% and 3.5% of the cohort,
respectively. Biological mothers were primarily aged between 19 and 34 years
(79.3%) at the time of the birth of their BT20 child, at which time 56.1% were single
and 50.8% had commenced primary but not completed secondary school.

The study of residential movement described in this paper comprised four phases.
In the first phase, historical address data were collated and summarised to generate a
profile of address information for each participant. In the second phase the historical
address data were used as a base for designing and developing a survey instrument
to probe children’s residential movements. In the third phase, the questionnaire was
administered to as many of the contactable cohort members as possible, yielding a
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sample of 2,158 complete questionnaires (66% of the original cohort of 3,273). The
final phase of the study involved preparing and analysing all available address data
relating to both the movement survey respondents and the identified non-contactable
cohort members, or attrition cases (amounting to 1,115 members of the original
residential cohort). This was an attempt to deal with the methodological limitation of
excluding untraceable participants when analysing mobility.

Construction of Historical Address Profiles for Years 1989–2004

Over the 15 years of the BT20 study, address data were collected and maintained in
a database for the purpose of corresponding with and locating participants and
managing and monitoring study attrition (Anderson and Richter 1994; Norris et al.
2007). At the onset of the BT20 study, data collection was conducted in health
centres and by field staff who visited participants’ homes and documented addresses.
In the later years of the study, addresses were updated when participants visited one
of the BT20 data collection sites at the Johannesburg General or Chris Hani
Baragwanath Hospitals, or when follow-up and data collection was conducted
during a home visit. For the current analysis, address data were available at each of
the ten data collection time points that spanned the years 1989 to 2004, commencing
when the BT20 child was born, and continuing when the child was aged 1, 2, 3/4,
5/6, 7/8, 9/10, 11/12, 13 and 14 years. These historical address records were
consolidated to obtain a longitudinal database describing the movement history for
each participant.

Construction of the Survey Instrument

The longitudinal database had several limitations for utilising the data to specifically
describe children’s movements. For example, contact details on record often
reflected the place of residence of the BT20 child’s biological mother or primary
caregiver, which was found not always to correspond to the BT20 child’s place of
residence. Therefore, a Residential Move Questionnaire was developed with the aim
of addressing these limitations and obtaining further information about children’s
movements. The questionnaire was designed to incorporate all longitudinal data
which could be verified by respondents as reflecting the place of residence of the
BT20 child. The questionnaire also allowed for the completion of any missing
address components or undocumented moves involving the BT20 child. Finally, the
questionnaire included the central reasons prompting movement which were
recorded verbatim through an open-ended question to which respondents were free
to explain in their own words why the move had taken place. The questionnaire was
structured around the set of ten discrete time points that corresponded to BT20’s
historical data collection waves between 1989 and 2004.

Implementation of the Study Protocol

Data collection on the Residential Move Questionnaire took place at participant’s homes
and at the BT20 offices during BT20’s years 15 and 16 data collection waves.
Questionnaires were administered in the form of a structured interview. Preference was
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given to conducting the interviews with children’s primary caregivers as they were
deemed to have the most knowledge of a child’s residential movements over time.
Questionnaires were administered by members of a team of trained field staff and an
ongoing system of training and quality checking of questionnaires was implemented.
Themajority of questionnaire respondents were biological mothers or primary caregivers
(82%), with the balance of questionnaires completed by a family or household member
who verified that they had knowledge of the BT20 child’s residential movements.

Data Analysis

Due to the strong association between sample attrition and child and family
movement, the known residential movements relating to the 1,115 cases of
documented cumulative attrition were compiled and included in the current study.
Survey data was therefore merged with the residential movement data available from
the attrition sample in order to describe the overall movement patterns of children in
the cohort. The analytical dataset was then reduced to the sample of 2,158
participants who had completed the Residential Move Questionnaire, where more
detail about the classification of moves, reasons for movement and characteristics
associated with differing movement profiles could be analysed. A socioeconomic
index was derived for each participant on the basis of access to a set of ten services
and household assets (house type, house ownership, indoor water, flush toilet,
electricity, television, car, fridge, washing machine and telephone), which were
summed and participants grouped into quartiles. Data analysis was conducted using
SPSS; descriptive statistics were utilised to identify patterns and frequencies of
mobility within the cohort, and chi-square tests were employed to establish
significance of associations.

Results

Overall Movement Within the Cohort

Based on the pooled sample of 3,273 participants, an analysis of the frequency of
children’s summed residential movements over the period commencing at birth until
the age of 14 years revealed a total of 1,169 (35.7%) children who had never
experienced a residential move, with two thirds of children (64.3%) having moved
home one or more times. Of the 2,104 children who had experienced a residential
move, 60.1% had changed residence only once, 28.9% had moved twice and 10.9%
had moved three or more times. The chart presented in Fig. 1 contrasts the frequency
of moves for the children who comprised the cumulative attrition group—that is,
who were lost to follow-up—and the children who remained in the study and
completed the Residential Move Questionnaire. The difference between the
movement profiles of the two groups was significant (#2ð4Þ ¼ 230:149, p<0.001,
n=3,273) with children who were lost to follow-up having experienced a higher
recorded frequency of residential movement (81.3% having moved one or more
times, and an average of 13.3% of the group moving home at any one time point) as
compared with the children who had remained in contact with the BT20 study
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(55.5% having moved one or more times, with an average of 9.9% of the group
changing residence at any one time point).

Comparative analyses performed between the cumulative attrition sample and the
sample of participants who completed the Residential Move Questionnaire revealed
that, in contrast with the study participants seen at years 15 and 16, the cumulative
attrition group comprised higher levels of White participants (12.6% as compared
with 3.1% for year 15; #2ð3Þ ¼ 121:597, p<0.001, n=3,273), children born in private
hospitals (16.2% as compared with 12.1%; #2ð1Þ ¼ 11:010, p<0.01, n=3,272) and
residents in the inner city or suburbs at birth (5.1% as compared with 0.6%, and
20.3% as compared with 5.4% respectively; #2ð3Þ ¼ 258:953, p<0.001, n=3,273).
Biological mothers whose children were lost to follow-up were more likely to have
been married (52.1% as compared with 39.1%; #2ð1Þ ¼ 50:573, p<0.001, n=3,251),
with either no formal education or a post-school education (3.1% as compared with
0.9%, and 14.0% as compared with 9.8%, respectively; #2ð3Þ ¼ 36:991, p<0.001,
n=2,932). In addition, the cumulative attrition group comprised relatively higher
proportions from the lowest resourced households (with access to three or fewer
assets and services) and the highest resourced households (with access to between
eight and ten assets and services; 38.0% as compared with 24.9%, and 24.1% as
compared with 17.9%, respectively; #2ð3Þ ¼ 65:709, p<0.001, n=2,054).

The movement profile and sample characteristics of the two groups over time are
displayed in Table 1. The number of attrition cases increased at each data collection
wave, with 66 children lost to follow-up at the start of year 1 (2.0% of the cohort) and
a total of 1,115 children lost to follow-up by the start of year 15 data collection (34.1%
of the cohort). Movement levels in the cohort were highest when children were aged
between 3 and 4 years (19.3% of children changed residence at this time), followed by
relatively high levels of movement when children were aged between 11 and 12 years
(14.9%). Furthermore, the cumulative attrition group accounted for the majority of
total residential movement between the ages 2 to 4 years (56.6% and 64.9% of total
moves over the two data collection waves were attributed to this group).
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Fig. 1 Longitudinal summary of the frequency of residential movement from 1990–2004
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Number of Residential Moves at Each Time Point by Move Category

The distribution of residential moves by category of move is presented in Fig. 2. The
chart depicts, at each of the ten data collection time points, the proportion of total
moves that occurred either within the Greater Johannesburg area or outside of it.
Moves were accounted for in full. Therefore where a move occurred but knowledge
of the destination of the move was uncertain, it was included into the analysis (as a

Table 1 Sample characteristics and movement profile by data collection wave

Data collection wave

Year
1

Year
2

Year
3/4

Year
5/6

Year
7/8

Year
9/10

Year
11/12

Year
13

Year
14

Total cohort 3,273 3,273 3,273 3,273 3,273 3,273 3,273 3,273 3,273

Sample of participants
who completed the
Residential Move
Questionnaire

2,158 2,158 2,158 2,158 2,158 2,158 2,158 2,158 2,158

Sample of cumulative
attrition cases lost to
follow-up (%
of cohort)

66
(2.0)

144
(4.4)

293
(8.9)

499
(15.3)

559
(17.1)

670
(20.5)

732
(22.4)

1,013
(30.9)

1,037
(31.7)

Total movement of full
cohort (% of cohort)

329
(10.1)

410
(12.5)

630
(19.3)

341
(10.4)

397
(12.1)

289
(8.8)

487
(14.9)

185
(5.7)

199
(6.1)

Movement linked to
cumulative attrition
sample (% of total
movement)

125
(38.0)

232
(56.6)

409
(64.9)

108
(31. 7)

136
(34.3)

44
(15.2)

212
(43.5)

15
(8.1)

56
(28.1)
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Fig. 2 Cross-sectional number of residential moves at each time point by move category
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move to an unknown location). At each of the ten time points, the largest proportion
of moves involved intra-urban mobility—movement that took place within the
greater Johannesburg area. Moves outside of Greater Johannesburg occurred more
frequently in early childhood (below the age of 5 years), or when children were in
their 14th year (28.3% and 33.2%, respectively). Amongst the cumulative attrition
group, 36.6% of total moves took place within Greater Johannesburg, 37.4% of
moves were to destinations outside of Greater Johannesburg and 26.0% of moves
were to an unknown destination. In contrast, 94.2% of movements within the group
of current participants took place within the Greater Johannesburg area, with only
5.9% of movement within this group involving relocation outside of the study area.

Distribution of Moves Within Gauteng

The Residential Move Questionnaire allowed for a more detailed classification of the
spatial dimension of children’s residential movements within the Gauteng Province.
Moves were grouped according to whether they involved a change in dwelling
within the same street, a change in street within the same suburb, a change of suburb
within the same town or city, or a change in town or city within the Province (codes
were assigned by consulting maps and sources detailing towns, cities and regions of
each of the six metropolitan/district municipalities within Gauteng). As illustrated in
Fig. 3, the largest proportion of cumulative moves between 1990 and 2004 within
the Gauteng Province occurred between suburbs within the same town or city
(47.8%), with the lowest number of moves occurring over shortest distances such as
moves within the same street (1.1%).
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Differences in Characteristics of Movers and Non-movers

In order to generate a profile of children who had experienced a move as compared
with children who had not moved home by age 14, a set of demographic variables
were tested for significance across the two groups, and the results are displayed in
Table 2. Significant differences were found across all the demographic variables

Table 2 Characteristics of movers and non-movers

Characteristics by movement profile Never moved total (%)
n=960

Moved total (%)
n=1198

Child gender Male 484 (50.4) 569 (47.5)

Female 476 (49.6) 629 (52.5)

#2ð1Þ ¼ 1:820, NS, n=2,158

Population group Black 776 (80.8) 970 (81.0)

White 22 (2.3) 44 (3.7)

Coloured 139 (14.5) 139 (11.6)

Asian 23 (2.4) 45 (3.8)

#2ð3Þ ¼ 9:878, p<0.05, n=2,158

Hospital of birth Public hospital 862 (89.8) 1,035 (86.5)

Private hospital 98 (10.2) 162 (13.5)

#2ð1Þ ¼ 5:558, p<0.05, n=2,157

Residential area at birth Soweto/Diepmeadow 774 (80.6) 944 (78.8)

Former Indian/coloured areas 147 (15.3) 164 (13.7)

Inner city 0 (0.0) 12 (1.0)

Suburban JHB 39 (4.1) 78 (6.5)

#2ð3Þ ¼ 16:706, p<0.01, n=2,158

Maternal age at delivery <=18 131 (13.7) 123 (10.3)

19–34 698 (72.8) 976 (81.5)

35+ 130 (13.6) 98 (8.2)

#2ð2Þ ¼ 24:942, p<0.001, n=2,156

Maternal marital status Married/living with partner 324 (34.0) 513 (43.1)

Widowed/separated/divorced/single 628 (66.0) 677 (56.9)

#2ð1Þ ¼ 18:299, p<0.001, n=2,142

Maternal education No formal schooling 9 (1.0) 8 (0.7)

Grade 10 or less 530 (61.1) 597 (54.1)

Grade 11–12 259 (29.8) 375 (34.0)

Post-school training 70 (8.1) 123 (11.2)

#2ð3Þ ¼ 11:972, p<0.01, n=1,971

Socioeconomic Index 3 or less assets 136 (21.5) 225 (27.6)

4–5 assets 225 (35.5) 253 (31.0)

6–7 assets 168 (26.5) 182 (22.3)

8–10 assets 105 (16.6) 155 (19.0)

#2ð3Þ ¼ 11:325, p<0.05, n=1,449
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analysed, with the exception of gender. In contrast with children who had not
experienced a residential move, children more likely to have changed residence at
least once over the period were either White or Asian (3.7% as compared with 2.3%,
and 3.8% as compared with 2.4%, respectively), born at private hospitals (13.5% as
compared with 10.2%) and residing in the inner city or suburbs at birth (1.0% as
compared with 0.0%, and 6.5% as compared with 4.1%, respectively). A relatively
larger proportion of children who experienced a residential move had biological
mother’s who were married or living with their partner (43.1% as compared with
34.0%) and had completed either Grade 11 to 12 schooling (secondary school) or
had post-school education (34.0% as compared with 29.8%, and 11.2% as compared
with 8.1%, respectively). As was the case with the attrition group reported on
previously, movement was more frequently associated with participants who were
lowest resourced and highest resourced in terms of their socioeconomic catego-
risations (27.6% as compared with 21.5%, and 19.0% as compared with 16.6%,
respectively).

The analysis was extended to contrast children who moved once with children
who experienced multiple moves (two or more). Significant differences were found
between these two levels of movement and the variables ‘maternal education’ and
‘maternal age at delivery’. A larger proportion of repeated movement amongst
children occurred in cases where biological mothers were aged between 19 and
34 years at birth (84.8% of repeated movers fell within this category as compared
with 79.2% of single movers). Repeated moves were more frequently associated
with children whose biological mothers had Grade 11 to 12 schooling or post-school
education (50.8% of repeated movers had mothers with these characteristics, as
compared with 41.0% of single movers), while very low levels of repeated moves
occurred amongst children whose mothers had no formal education (one out of the
eight children in this category had moved more than once).

Exploration of Reasons for Moves

On the basis of the qualitative responses to the open-ended question concerning
predominant reasons for movement, a set of five broad categories were identified
that captured the range of responses into which reasons could be coded (see Kok and
Collinson 2006; Wentzel et al. 2006). The following categories were identified:
reasons concerning employment or finance, those relating to housing requirements,
household or partnership formation or dissolution, community-related reasons and
reasons around childcare. Reasons provided were not mutually exclusive and
multiple codes were assigned to a given reason in cases where the reason spanned
more than one of the above categories. Of the 1,930 residential moves undertaken by
BT20 children over 14 years, a total of 2,900 reasons codes were generated from the
qualitative data. The most common set of reasons for movement, as reported by
respondents, were those associated with relationships and family circumstances.
These reasons, which accounted for 38.6% of the total reasons, included (family)
household or partnership formation/dissolution, or death of a family member. For
example, one caregiver indicated, “I had to move to my husband’s family house
because I got married.” Another caregiver explained that when her husband’s
grandmother died, she and her child went home to stay with her own mother.
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Reasons associated with accommodation or housing were also frequent (36.1% of all
reasons). These reasons included moves associated with rental accommodation or
housing ownership, or moves relating to specific accommodation requirements or
inadequacies. For example, one caregiver explained “We moved to a better place
where it was a bigger room than the one in Senaoane.” Moves associated with
childcare arrangements comprised 14.9% of all reasons. These included movement
associated with the death of the BT20 child’s primary caregiver, or moves relating to
schooling. A grandmother explained that when the BT20 child’s mother passed
away, the child moved house to live under her care. Another caregiver indicated that
the family had moved because of, “Travelling and school for the children. We found
a house in Lenasia and sold the Zakariya Park house. Children could get to school
easily.” Reasons associated with work or finance such as leaving or entering
employment made up 6.3% of all reasons cited for a child moving. One caregiver
indicated that they moved because they could no longer afford the rent in Randburg.
Another explained that she found a job as a domestic worker and was offered an
outside room with enough space to accommodate her and the BT20 child. Finally,
community-related reasons such as movement because of security concerns in an area,
or because of the desire to live in a particular neighbourhood comprised 4.1% of all
reasons for residential change. One caregiver explained, “We were too restricted in
that neighbourhood because of no safety, so we moved to a safer environment.”
Another moved because of violence in the hostel in which they were living.

Although the current study does not specifically investigate the movement of children
in relation to a biological parent or primary caregiver, the exploration of reasons for
movement suggest that the movement of children and primary caregivers do not always
correspond to one another. A comparison of the historical address records reflecting
primary caregivers’ contact details with children’s residential addresses recorded in the
Residential Move Questionnaire revealed that an average of 7.5% of caregivers’ contact
addresses at each time point differed from the residential locations of the BT20 cohort
members. The rate of correspondence between primary caregiver’s and children’s
addresses tended to decrease as the children became older, with a 6.2% discrepancy in
addresses at year 1 and an 11.8% discrepancy at year 14.

Discussion

This is the first study that we could identify that investigates child residential
mobility in the Greater Johannesburg/Soweto area over time. The findings of the
study describe the frequency of residential movements amongst children born in an
urban South African context. The majority of children moved at least once during
this period, but a third of children never changed residence in their first 14 years.
The study also contrasted the movement patterns of cohort members lost to follow-
up with cohort members who continued their participation in BT20. Overall, the
largest proportion of moves occurring at each time point took place within the
Greater Johannesburg area; however, a large proportion of movement that occurred
inter-provincially was associated with study attrition. Residential mobility was found
to be associated with high and low household socioeconomic status. That is, better
and worse off children were the most mobile.
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Patterns and Frequencies

By the age of 14, the majority of children in the BT20 cohort had either never
moved residence or had moved home only once (74.4%). On average, 11.1% of
children in the cohort changed residence at any single time point. By comparison, in
a study of rural South African children, 21.2% of the sample were found to have
moved within a 2-year period from 2000 to 2002 (Ford and Hosegood 2005). The
lower rate of movement amongst the group of children born in Greater Johannesburg
suggests stable patterns of residence, with people potentially becoming more
permanently anchored to the urban environment. This is further emphasised by the
fact that where movement did occur in the current study, the moves primarily took
place across suburbs within Greater Johannesburg. This is again in contrast to the
rural study where a larger proportion of moves were to destinations outside as
opposed to within the study area (Ford and Hosegood 2005).

The study afforded a unique opportunity to investigate the movement patterns of
the group of BT20 participants who have remained in the cohort and the group of
BT20 participants who were lost to follow-up. This is of particular relevance given
the strong correlation between residential movement and study attrition. A set of
differing movement trajectories were evident for these two groups of children. For
the cumulative attrition cases, the largest proportion of residential movements
occurred when the children were aged 4 years or younger, with a substantial
proportion of movements to locations outside of the study area. This finding mirrors
similar results from the study conducted by Ford and Hosegood (2005), which
showed that the youngest children had the highest probability of moving. This
suggests that the commencement of schooling may be a stabilising force in
children’s lives. The relatively high levels of movement observed in the current
study at 3–4 years and at 11–12 years seem to coincide with the commencement of
school and the juncture of transfers from primary to secondary school.

In contrast to the group of children lost to follow-up, a large proportion of the
children who remained in the BT20 study had never experienced a residential move
by age 14. The average residential moves per time point amongst this group of study
participants (9.9%) was consistent with the results of the HSRC’s national survey of
public opinion, in which it was found that 10% of Gauteng-based respondents had
changed residence within a 12-month period (Rule 2000). Thus, the study using data
from BT20 suggests that urban families and children may be more stable than would
be anticipated; however, the length of time since families had settled in the region is
likely to be an important factor. A survey of Soweto households conducted in 1997
revealed that many families of migrant origin were currently more permanently
established in Soweto, with 41% of household heads born in the metropolitan area.
Of the Soweto Survey respondents, few reported to have moved home frequently
(Gilbert and Crankshaw 1999). Future research into the length of time that BT20
families have resided in the area is currently underway.

Within the group of retained cohort members, the propensity to move was found
to be highest amongst Whites and lowest amongst Coloureds. Furthermore, mobility
within the retained cohort group was associated with the highest and lowest
socioeconomic indicators, reflecting movement for both economically advantageous
and disadvantageous reasons. These findings coincide with the results of analyses
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conducted by Kok et al. (2003) using South African Census data, in which they
found that migration involving a move of a household was associated with higher
education levels and income, while migration involving a movement of an individual
for reasons of employment (specifically a labour migration) was correlated with
lower levels of education and income. A study of rural South African children found
that the likelihood of moving was higher amongst children living in households with
fewer assets (Ford and Hosegood 2005). The low level of movement observed in this
study may be associated with potential poverty of opportunity, with people lacking
incentive or resources to facilitate or motivate residential change. As revealed in
Gilbert and Crankshaw’s Soweto survey (1999), a large proportion of respondents
had not improved their housing conditions since their arrival in the area.

Reasons

The study offered insight into some of the reasons for movement, as well as the
potential part of children in decisions around movement. Primary reasons for
movement as sited by respondents most frequently centred on changing family and
relationship circumstances, or housing requirements. Some parallels may be drawn
between these findings and the results of the 2001/2002 HSRC Migration Survey.
Although the HSRC survey found that 38% of total reasons provided for internal
migrations were employment related, a significant number of female respondents
reported that they had moved because of relationship formation or dissolution
(Wentzel et al. 2006). Furthermore, the HSRC survey found that migrations
occurring within the urban sector were more commonly driven by personal issues
and housing, as opposed to the economic issues that more frequently motivated rural
to urban movement streams (Cross 2006).

The results of the current study allude to the fact that children may move
independently of primary caregivers for reasons linked to accessing care or
schooling. These observations concur with findings from the Agincourt 1999–
2003 study, which revealed that rural-based children moved most frequently in
conjunction with the move of a parent, but moves to live with another family
member or to access schooling were also common (Kok and Collinson 2006).
Similarly, the Western Cape Migration Study found that children entering the
Province may take up residence with extended kin, often to access education (Bekker
2002). The discrepancy between primary caregiver’s and children’s addresses
observed in the current study may also be explained by the movement of a primary
caregiver from a household where a child remains, such as may occur when caregivers
get work in other areas. Thus the relative stability observed within the urban area may
suggest that urban children have access to broader care networks, potentially in the
form of an extended family, where movements of a parent from a house shared with an
extended family does not necessarily imply a movement for a child.

Limitations

While the study illuminated some of the dynamics around mobility of the group of
participants who were lost to follow-up, the extent of their movements are most likely to
be under-reported. Further exploration of the patterns of movement amongst this group
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was not possible once contact with the families was lost. Furthermore, the exploration of
the relationship between child and caregiver movement patterns warrants more detailed
investigation. While it is apparent that movements of urban children in the current
sample may occur independently of an existing household or caregiver, an
understanding of these movement patterns in relation to families and care networks is
important. More in-depth research into reasons for movement will form part of a
subsequent study within BT20, with the aim of exploring the differential consequences
of movement for childrenwithin the context of the factors motivating residential change.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the results presented in this paper suggest that the frequency of
residential movement amongst urban children in Gauteng is not high, particularly
during the primary school years. The findings of the study further indicate that
mobile children are either socially advantaged or potentially vulnerable. Future
research focusing on outcome-oriented data (such as education and health) would
assist in informing this picture, both in relation to mobile children, and in the case of
those children whose levels of mobility are low. Indeed, research to investigate the
impact of mobility on child outcomes is currently underway within the BT20 cohort.
Understanding the mobility of children has important policy implications in the areas
of education, health and social security provision. Knowledge of the patterns and
reasons for residential mobility can support urban planning initiatives and policy
concerning service delivery.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
Noncommercial License which permits any noncommercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original author(s) and source are credited.
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