
intellectual development.52 Researchers esti-
mate that one in three children living in the
US – numbering roughly 24 million – live in
homes without their biological fathers.53

Evidence shows that children can suffer emo-
tionally and psychologically if they feel that they

are not part of a family that conforms to what
is considered ‘normal’ in their community.54

A recent study examining the issue of family
life from a male perspective revealed that most
men aspire to be good fathers and to care for

shared responsibilities, and both mother and
father are involved in the care, nurture and
support of their children.51

Men play a pivotal role in promoting egalitari-
an decision-making. From the decisions they

make about resource allocation to the care
and support they give to women and children,
they can help fight gender discrimination in
their families and communities. The absence
of fathers from the lives of their children can
affect children’s emotional, physical, and 

One of the rarely told stories from
sub-Saharan Africa is that of the
grandparents who care for children
orphaned by AIDS. Research in seven
countries (Burkina Faso, Cameroon,
Ghana, Kenya, Mozambique, Nigeria
and the United Republic of Tanzania)
with recent data reveals the enormous 
burden that orphaning is exerting 
on the extended family in general 
and grandparents – often grandmoth-
ers – in particular. By the end of 2005,
12 million children across sub-Saharan
Africa had been orphaned by AIDS. 

Children who have lost their fathers
(paternal orphans) usually stay with
their mothers; over 50 per cent of 
children in each of the seven countries
assessed did so. However, fewer than
half of the children who lost their
mothers (maternal orphans) continued
to live with their fathers. Women are
therefore more likely to take care of
orphaned children, irrespective of
whether they have lost their mothers,
fathers or both parents.

The strain of caring for orphans is
telling on female-headed households,
which have among the highest
dependency ratios. Many of these
households are headed by elderly
women, often grandmothers, who
step in to raise orphans and vulnera-
ble children when their own children
sicken and die. Grandparents – partic-
ularly grandmothers – care for around
40 per cent of all orphans in the United

Republic of Tanzania, 45 per cent 
in Uganda, more than 50 per cent 
in Kenya and around 60 per cent in
Namibia and Zimbabwe.

In many poor countries, elderly
women are among the most vulnera-
ble and marginalized members of
society. Unequal employment oppor-
tunities and discriminatory inheritance
and property laws force many women
to continue working well into old age.
Following the deaths of husbands,
many elderly women subsist on low
wages earned in physically arduous
jobs in the informal sector. For
instance, in Uganda, a study by the
UN Food and Agricultural Orga-
nization found that widows were
working two to four hours more each
day to make up for reduced income
following their husbands’ deaths.

HIV/AIDS is straining elderly people
already struggling to make ends meet.
Evidence shows that poverty rates in
households with elderly people are up
to 29 per cent higher than in house-
holds without. Elderly women who
assume responsibility for family mem-
bers affected by HIV/AIDS are often
forced to work longer hours and sell
personal possessions and household
assets in order to pay for medicines,
health care and funeral costs.
Household studies conducted in Côte
d’Ivoire found that families where one
member was living with HIV/AIDS had
roughly double the health spending

but only half the income of house-
holds in a control group where no one
was living with HIV/AIDS. Funerals
can absorb a large share of income; in
four provinces in South Africa, a study
showed that households with an
AIDS-related death in the previous
year spent an average of one third of
their annual income on funerals. 

The financial burden of caring for
orphans can threaten household food
security. A study in Dar es Salaam,
United Republic of Tanzania, found that
orphans are more likely to go to bed
hungry than non-orphans. In Malawi,
moderate to severe hunger is also more
prevalent among households with
more than one orphan. The latter study
has suggested that although extended
family members may be able to care
for one orphan, the demands of caring
for any additional orphans undermine
their food security and, by extension,
the nutritional well-being of all children
in the household. 

Against the odds, grandparents and
single mothers make enormous
efforts to send children to school.
Research from 10 sub-Saharan African
countries has found a strong positive
correlation between school enrolment
and biological ties between the child
and the head of household. But the
financial strain may prove too great if
the household has to accommodate
more than one orphan. While there is
no conclusive evidence to suggest

Grandmothers and HIV/AIDS 

that orphaning per se increases the
risk of children missing school,
research from Uganda suggests 
that double-orphans – children who
have lost both parents – are most
likely to miss out on an education. 

A deepening crisis for orphans

and caregivers

UNICEF predicts that the number of
children who have lost one or both
parents due to AIDS will rise to 15.7
million by 2010. At that point, around
12 per cent of all children in sub-
Saharan African countries will be
orphans due to all causes, with one
quarter of these orphaned by AIDS.
Disaggregated data provide an even
bleaker panorama: Roughly one in
every five children aged 12–17, and
one in every six children aged 6–11
were orphans in 2005. At the same
time, the number of widows is rising.
HelpAge International estimates that
the highest growth rate of any age
group will be among those aged 80
and over, most of whom are women.  

Programmes designed to provide
cash and other forms of assistance
to elderly household heads can help
ease the burden of caring for young
orphans. In Zambia, a pilot cash
transfer scheme for older people 
caring for orphans has resulted in
improved school attendance rates
among children. In South Africa, 
girls living in households with older
women in receipt of a pension have

been found to be 3–4 centimetres
taller than girls in households with
older women who do not receive a
pension. Despite these successes,
these programmes represent a short-
term solution at best. 

Addressing the crisis facing orphans
and elderly women in sub-Saharan
Africa, and elsewhere, requires a
long-term strategy aimed at rever-
sing the discriminatory social atti-
tudes and customs that keep women
and children mired in poverty. Many
countries in sub-Saharan Africa, 
and in other regions, are developing
national plans to address these 
challenges based on the five core
principles of The Framework for the
Protection, Care and Support of
Orphans and Vulnerable Children
Living in a World with HIV and AIDS.
This framework, endorsed by interna-
tional agencies and non-governmental
organization partners in 2004, is
based on five key principles:

• Strengthen the capacity of families
to protect and care for orphans and
vulnerable children by prolonging
the lives of parents and providing
economic, psychosocial and other
support.

• Mobilize and support community-
based responses.

• Ensure access for orphans and 
vulnerable children to essential

services, including health care 
and birth registration. 

• Ensure that governments protect
the most vulnerable children
through improved policy and legis-
lation and by channelling resources
to families and communities.

• Raise awareness at all levels
through advocacy and social 
mobilization to create a supportive 
environment for children and 
families affected by HIV and AIDS. 

Across sub-Saharan Africa, initiatives
are transforming the five principles
into action. These include abolishing
school fees in Kenya and Uganda;
community-level interventions to
support households in Malawi,
Rwanda, Swaziland and the United
Republic of Tanzania; and improved
data collection through large popula-
tion-based surveys. UNICEF is provid-
ing support and advocacy through
the Global Campaign on Children and
AIDS – Unite for Children. Unite
against AIDS. Despite these efforts,
however, coverage remains limited in
all areas. With research revealing the
disproportionate burden on female-
headed households, there is an
urgent need to provide them with
assistance as part of broader actions
to support orphans and vulnerable
children and their families.

See References, page 88.
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