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1. Introduction 

1.1 Orphans’ plight and policy challenge 

As in many Sub-Saharan countries, the issue of orphan-care has risen to the top of 

social protection agenda in Malawi, where the prevalence of orphaned children has 

dramatically increased because of early deaths of parents infected by the HIV/AIDS 

virus. According to the Malawi Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (MPRSP) prepared by 

the Government of Malawi in 2002, HIV infection rates in the 15-49 age group was at 

around 15 percent nationally (GOM 2002). The paper reported that about 70,000 children 

become orphans every year, adding to the already large number of orphans, estimated at 

about 850,000. 

Orphans are  a vulnerable group in any socioeconomic setting simply because 

they are deprived  of one or both of their primary caregivers  The level of vulnerability 

they face, however, increases significantly with the level of poverty (Subbarao and Coury 

2004). Even when one of the parents is surviving, the loss of income due to the death of 

the other parent can have a serious negative impact on resources allocated to children. 

This is especially so when the surviving parent is the mother, who is additionally 

burdened by gender-based inequities prevalent in most societies.  

In cases where orphaned children are placed in the homes of relatives or extended 

families, weaker altruistic motives of the non-parent caregivers can possibly result in 

curtailment of essential consumption expenditures and/or investments in the orphaned 

child, especially when the receiving household itself is very poor and/or compensation 

arrangements are lacking.  For example, orphaned children may be discriminated against 

in intrahousehold distribution of food or provision of health-care services. Lack of 

altruistic motives also means that non-parent caregivers have fewer incentives to incur 
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expenses of sending orphaned children to school. This may lead either to outright 

withdrawal or lower levels of educational achievement among orphaned children.  

Thus, whether living with a surviving parent or with non-parent caregivers, 

“erosion of human capital is probably the biggest risk orphans and vulnerable children 

face in much of Africa” (Subbarao and Coury 2004, p.14). This is a serious concern, as 

underinvestment in health and education not only leads to serious depravation and 

hardship for the child, but it also depresses on future lifetime incomes.  

At another level, orphaned children are also likely to face increased workloads at 

a young age. At low levels of income, death of a parent may mean that earnings of the 

surviving parent have to be supplemented by income earning of the orphaned child to 

meet basic subsistence needs. On the other hand, orphans under foster care may well be 

required to “pay” for their expenses by making work contributions in and out of the 

household. The issue of child labor therefore has an important orphan-related dimension.   

Finally, in Malawi, most orphans, whether in rural or urban areas, live in 

households of the surviving parent or close relatives, not in institutional homes. This 

means that orphan-related policy and/or public assistance programs have to operate, not 

directly with the orphaned children themselves, but through the agency of the household 

unit they live in. Understanding the state of orphaned children living in these households 

is therefore important for policy. Further, it is also necessary to assess the extent to which 

public assistance programs can successfully target their service to orphan-caring 

households and ensure that benefits actually accrue to the orphan child in the household.  

 



4 

1.2 Plan of the paper 

Given the above background, this paper addresses a number of orphan-related 

issues in Malawi. In Section 2, using census data, the paper describes the prevalence of 

orphanhood in Malawi at the national level and examines its correlation with key area-

level socioeconomic characteristics that are of interest from the policy point of view. 

Orphan-related data from the 2000 Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) are also 

presented and discussed.   In Section 3, using longitudinal data from 534 rural households 

over the period 2000-2004, the study examines whether orphaned children are less likely 

to attend school compared to non-orphans and also whether or not their grade 

advancement over the time period is lower than that for non-orphans. In Section 4, using 

data from the nationally representative DHS, it examines whether orphaned children are 

more likely than other children to work outside the home. In Section 5, taking the case of 

the WFP assisted General Food Distribution1 program implemented between 2002 and 

2003 with a “declared” objective of targeting, among others, households caring for 

orphans, the paper examines whether the extent to this program was actually successful in 

reaching orphan-caring households. Conclusions are presented in Section 6.  

 

2.  Orphanhood in Malawi: Prevalence and Correlates 

2.1 Orphans in 1998 Census 

According to the Malawi 1998 Population and Housing Census, 7.51 percent of 

the Malawian children aged 14 years or younger had at least one deceased parent. For this 

age group, 5.6 percent has lost their father,2 2.9 percent had lost their mother,3 and one 

                                                 
1 For more information on this program, see Sharma (2005) and JEFAP (2003). 
2 Irrespective of whether or not mother was alive. 
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percent had lost both parents (Benson 2002).  The spatial distribution of orphans (defined 

as those that had lost at least one parent) at the Traditional Authority (TA) level4  based 

on the 1998 census data is presented in Figure 1. While the figure shows considerable 

variability in the prevalence of orphanhood across Traditional Authorities (TAs), it is 

clear that the northern lake-shore areas and the central parts in southern Malawi have 

significantly higher rates of orphanhood compared to the rest. Regional5 differences in 

the prevalence of orphanhood are summarized in Table 1. As implied by Figure 1, the 

highest rate of orphanhood in the table is observed for the Southern Region (8.9 percent) 

and the lowest for the Central region (6.05 percent). However, substantial variation in 

prevalence across TAs in all the three regions is noted: ranging from TAs with no 

reported orphans to TAs that report orphanhood in excess of 14 percent. 

This wide variation in rates of orphanhood begs the question of whether the rates 

bear any correlation with the area-level characteristics. In order to examine this 

correlation, TA-level rates of orphanhood were regressed on key TA-level socioeconomic 

characteristics, including TA-level poverty rates6 (percent of population in the TA that 

live below the poverty line7). The estimated regression equation is given in Table 2.  

Results can be summarized as follows: 

• The relationship between  poverty level and prevalence of orphans is not 

statistically significant, after controlling the effects of other TA-level 

characteristics, 

                                                                                                                                                  
3 Irrespective of whether or not father was alive. 
4 In urban areas, the spatial unit used is the Ward. 
5 Malawi is divided into three regions: the Northern Region, Central Region, and the Southern Region. 
6  TA-level socioeconomic characteristics were constructed by “mapping” household-level socioeconomic 
data collected in the 1998 Integrated Household Survey onto the census data, and then 
aggregating/averaging by TA.  The method used to do this is summarized in Benson (2002).   
7 For details on how the poverty was measured, please see NEC (2000).  
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Figure 1 — Spatial distribution of orphans at the Traditional Authority level, 1998 
Census 

 
Source:  Benson (2002) 
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Table 1 — Percentage of children aged 6-15 that are orphans 
 Highest prevalence reported at Traditional Authority level 

  Average  Highest Lowest   

Northern Region 7.30 14.70 0 61.1 

Central Region 6.05 16.67 0 63.9 

Southern Region 8.91 17.42 0 65.4 

MALAWI 7.51     64.3 
 
 
Table 2 — Correlates of orphanhood prevalence at the Traditional Authority level 

Population density 0.002 
 (3.36)*** 
Poverty headcount 0.008 
 (0.90) 
Mean age of population 1.221 
 (10.64)*** 
Male literacy(age 15 and older) 0.349 
 (10.64)*** 
Male literacy(age 15 and older) -0.178 
 (9.05)*** 
Percent Christian in population  -0.009 
 (1.03) 
Percent economically active in tertiary sector 0.023 
 (1.70)* 
Road length (m) per person in TA  0.001 
 (0.41) 
Constant -35.855 
 (11.67)*** 
Observations 280 
R-squared 0.51 
Notes: 1. OLS regression where dependent variable is percent of children aged 0-14 years with at least one 
parent deceased. 2. Absolute value of t statistics in parentheses. 3 * denotes estimate significant at 10-
percent level; ** denotes estimate significant at 5-percent level; *** denotes estimate significant at 1-
percent level. 

 
• Prevalence of orphans has a positive and statistically significant relationship 

with the following:  

o Population density, 

o Mean age of population, 

o Male literacy, and  
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o Percent of population economically active in the tertiary sector. 

• Prevalence of orphans is negatively related to the level of female literacy. 

• Religion is not significantly related to prevalence of orphans. 

• Road density also does not have a bearing on rates of orphan prevalence. 

To the extent that higher population densities, increased importance of the tertiary 

sector, and longevity (most likely due to better access to health care) are associated with 

higher degree of urbanization and/or better economic opportunities, the above results 

taken together imply that prevalence is higher in “high potential” areas rather than “low 

potential” areas. If the prevalence of HIV/AIDS is also higher in urbanized and higher 

potential areas, the above finding go as some way to confirm the suggestion (for example, 

made by Benson 2002) that the incidence of orphans has a strong association with the 

prevalence of HIV/AIDS in Malawi. The finding that women’s literacy rate is negatively 

related to the prevalence of orphanhood provides further weight to such a conclusion.8 

 

2.2 Prevalence estimates from DHS 2000 

The Demographic and Health Survey (NSO and ORC Macro 2001), implemented 

in 2000 using a nationally representative sampling design, collected information on the 

status of parents of children aged 14 and under living in 14,213 households in Malawi. 

Data from this survey indicates that 11.7 percent of children had lost at least one of their 

parents (Case, Paxson, and Abledinger 2004). It is to be noted that this figure is 4.19 

percentage points higher than the prevalence of 7.51 percent reported in the 1998 census.  

While some of the difference between the census figure and the estimate derived from 

                                                 
8 It is generally considered that gender equality makes a society less vulnerable to HIV/AIDS and women’s 
literacy rate is an important indicator of women’s status. 



9 

DHS data is likely due to the sampling properties of the latter survey, the rather large 

increase in the prevalence of orphanhood in a span of just two years suggests a very 

disturbing trend, to say the least. 

Case, Paxson, and Abledinger also classify orphaned children as “paternal 

orphans” (those with deceased father but with a surviving mother), “maternal orphans” 

(those with deceased mother but surviving father), and “double orphans” (those that have 

lost both parents).  In Malawi, 6.5 percent of the children aged 14 or younger were 

paternal orphans; 2.9 percent, maternal orphans; and 2.3 percent, double orphans.  

Another perspective to the orphan problem can be seen by looking at the 

proportion of households that have orphans living in them. Out of the 14,213 households 

surveyed under DHS 2000, 14.6 percent had at least one child that lost a parent. While 8 

percent of the households had at least one paternal orphan, 4.4 percent of households had 

maternal orphans, and 3.1 percent had double orphans. 

DHS data also allow the information on orphans to be disaggregated by four 

geographical categories: large cities, small cities, towns, and countryside (Figure 2). The 

distribution observed corroborates information from the census data that prevalence of 

orphanhood is higher in the more densely populated urbanized areas compared to the 

rural areas. 

3.  Orphanhood and Schooling Outcomes 

3.1 Relating orphanhood with schooling outcomes 

There are two main reasons to expect schooling outcomes of orphans to fall short 

of schooling outcomes of non-orphan children. First, death of a parent, especially the 

more significant income-earning parent, is likely to affect labor allocation within the 
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household in a major way. Specifically, because education brings in financial returns only 

in the distant future, loss of current income due to the death of a parent may mean that 

future returns to schooling are discounted more heavily and, in turn, children are expected 

to work, both at home and outside the home, at an earlier age to meet current 

consumption needs.  

Second, it is often hypothesized that orphans are victims of discriminatory 

practices, either by the relatives with whom they are entrusted for care, or even in the 

household of the surviving parent. An additional concern is that when orphans are placed 

into homes of relatives, caregivers may not “invest” in the child’s education because of 

the expectation that future financial returns, unlike in the case of their own children, will 

not necessarily accrue to them.  

Figure 2 — Orphans among children aged 14 and younger (%) 
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Third, it is quite likely that the physical and psychological trauma associated with 

the death of a parent may affect performance at school, and this way, affect the decision 

to continue education. This kind of trauma may be especially severe for orphans who 

were witnesses to the physical and mental agony of their HIV/AIDS-infected parents. 

There is also the likelihood that children orphaned by HIV/AIDS-infected parents face 

discriminatory practice at school, by teachers as well as by fellow students, and that this 

affects their school achievement. 

Considering the above, Case, Paxon, and Abledinger (2004) used DHS data to 

examine school enrollment of children 14 years or younger in several Sub-Saharan 

countries, including Malawi. Using DHS 2000 data in Malawi, they found that orphaned 

children were more likely not to be enrolled in school compared to non-orphans, although 

this likelihood was greater for double orphans compared to other orphans. 

The problem with their estimate is that it is based on a single cross-section, and 

therefore does not convey very accurate information on whether orphanhood itself affects 

schooling outcomes. This is because it could well be that many of the orphans had 

stopped going to school before the death of their parents. In fact, the likelihood of this 

happening would be greater for HIV/AIDS-infected parents who might have pulled their 

children out of school while they were still alive either because of reduced income or 

because of greater need to finance increased medical expenses.  

For this reason, tracking education achievement overtime is likely to provide a 

better understanding of orphans’ schooling outcomes. It would be of interest, for 

example, to compare current school enrollment status of orphans with that of non-orphans 

who had similar levels of schooling achievement in the past.   
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We do this by (1) comparing school attendance status of orphans and non-orphans 

in 2004 controlling for the initial educational level in 2000 and (2) by comparing 

advances made in grade level over the period 2000-2004. Data sources, econometric 

approach used, and results are described in the following sections.  

 

3.2 Data source 

Our analysis of schooling outcomes is based on longitudinal information on 

school-age children from 534 rural households in Malawi. These households were 

surveyed in the Complementary Panel Survey (CPS) conducted by the International Food 

Policy Research Institute in collaboration with the Center for Social Research, University 

of Malawi. Selection of households was done so as to maximize representativeness at the 

national level. In fact, the CPS household sample is a subsample of the much larger 

sample of households drawn for the 1997-98 Malawi Integrated Household Survey (IHS), 

which was nationally representative (National Economic Council 2000).  First, four strata 

were established – Southern region rural, Central region rural, Northern region rural, and 

Urban (the four urban centers of Lilongwe, Blantyre, Zomba, and Mzuzu). The number of 

households selected in each strata was roughly proportional to the population size of the 

strata, with over sampling in the Urban stratum. Sixteen Traditional Authorities (TAs) 

were selected in the rural areas – seven in Southern rural, six in Central rural, and three in 

Northern rural. Five of the 12 enumeration areas (EAs) in each of these TAs were 

randomly selected and eight or nine IHS households selected in each EA. In the Urban 

stratum, EAs were randomly selected in each city, the number selected being roughly 

proportional to the city’s population. A more complete description of the sampling 

process in given in Sharma et al. (2002).   



13 

The sample size of the CPS at Round 1, completed during the 1999-2000 

cropping season, was 758 households. The last round (Round 5) was administered in 

September 2004 in which 560 of the original 758 households were located and 

interviewed. Since sample attrition9 was significantly higher in the urban areas, this paper 

uses only the rural subsample – hence information from only 534 households is used.  

 

3.3 Results: School attendance 

School attendance (school enrollment) of children in the age group 5-15 years was 

considered. There were a total of 966 children in this category in 2000, out of which 15.9 

percent had lost at least one parent.  About 7.56 percent were paternal orphans, 3.73 

percent were maternal orphans, and 4.66 percent were double orphans. Thus, the 

prevalence of orphans in this sample of 5-15 years is significantly higher than that 

reported in the 1998 census,10 and is similar to the rates reported in the DHS 2000 survey. 

However, because of the small size of the sample, and the corresponding smaller number 

of observations on different types of orphans, all types of orphans are pooled together in 

the econometric analysis. Out of the 966 children recorded in 2000, only 19 (1.97 

percent) could not be traced in the 2004 survey, and only five out of these were orphans. 

Hence attrition is not a serious issue, and is not addressed. 

Figure 3 shows the age distribution of orphans and non-orphans. While the age 

distribution of non-orphans peaks at just over five years of age, the distribution for non-

orphans peaks at almost 15 years, indicating that orphanhood increases with age. It is 

                                                 
9 Sample attrition is discussed in Sharma (2005). 
10 This is mainly because only school age children are considered. 
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therefore important to control for age when making comparisons between orphans and 

non-orphans.  

Figure 3 — Kernel density functions of age for orphans and non-orphans 
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Consistent schooling information is available for only 729 children in the survey. 

Hence, analysis of schooling outcomes is based on this subgroup. A simple tabulation of 

school enrollment in 2004 shows that 86 percent of non-orphans attend school while 

about 81 percent of orphans do so. However, this 5 percentage point shortfall does not 

necessarily indicate that orphans are less likely to go to school. For example, if the 

likelihood of dropping out of school increases with age, and if the likelihood of 

orphanhood also increases with age (as was shown above), such a result would still hold 

even if there was no relationship between orphanhood and school attendance.  There 

could also be other confounding factors arising out of household wealth and location of 

households. If orphanhood is correlated with these variables, or if the effect of 

orphanhood on school enrollment is itself modified by these variables (for example, if 

orphans from poorer households are more likely to drop out of school compared to 

orphans from richer households), then not incorporating these attributes in the analysis 

would lead to an erroneous conclusion. 

For this reason, a multivariate framework is used to extract a cleaner estimate of 

the effect of orphanhood on school attendance.  In particular, five alternative Probit 

equations that relate school attendance to different sets of dependent variables are 

estimated (Table 3). These are discussed below. 

Under Specification 1, schooling outcome is specified as a function solely of the 

child’s characteristics, namely the child’s age, sex, and his/her education level (grade 

level) in 2000, relationship with the household head, and orphanhood status. The 

relationship variable is a binary variable that equals one if the child is living in 

households not headed by either parents or grandparents and zero otherwise. Results 
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(column [1]) show that while orphanhood has a negative effect on school enrollment, this 

effect is not statistically significant. As for the other variables, it is found that boys are 

more likely to be attending school compared to girls, that the likelihood of dropping from 

school increases with age, and those at higher grade levels in 2000 are more likely to 

Table 3 — Probit estimates of school enrollment and orphan status 

 (1)  (2) (3) (4) (5) 
Sex of child 0.063 0.062 0.053 0.063 0.053 
 (2.59)*** (2.40)** (1.97)** (2.33)** (1.95)* 
Age of child in years 
(2000) 

0.038 0.035 0.040 0.035 0.040 

 (1.52) (1.43) (1.58) (1.52) (1.75)* 
Square of age -0.004 -0.004 -0.004 -0.004 -0.004 
 (3.15)*** (3.06)*** (3.14)*** (3.32)*** (3.55)*** 
Grade level (2000) 0.019 0.024 0.028 0.024 0.028 
 (2.45)** (2.80)*** (3.18)*** (2.11)** (2.28)** 
Relation † 0.037 0.050 -0.119  -0.119 
 (0.62) (0.84) (0.90)  (0.83) 
Orphan indicator † -0.012 -0.033 -0.027 -0.024 -0.027 
 (0.33) (0.23) (0.15) (0.17) (0.19) 
Orphan indicator* Sex of 
child † 

 -0.022 -0.014 -0.022 -0.014 

  (0.29) (0.17) (0.35) (0.21) 
Orphan indicator* age of 
child  

 0.011 0.014 0.011 0.014 

  (0.78) (0.90) (0.79) (1.13) 
Orphan indicator* grade 
level of child 

 -0.037 -0.055 -0.034 -0.055 

  (1.85)* (2.44)** (1.76)* (2.65)*** 
Household size (2000)   0.002  0.002 
   (0.41)  (0.33) 
2001 Shock   0.001  0.001 
   (0 .13)  (0.13) 
Per capital landholding    0.010  0.010 
   (0.19)  (0.19) 
Orphan indicator* 
landholding 

  0.045  0.045 

   (0.37)  (0.44) 
Orphan indicator* Shock   -0.014  -0.014 
   (0.99)  (1.02) 
Orphan indicator* 
Relation † 

  0.105  0.105 

   (1.83)*  (2.02)** 
Observations 726 726 682 726 682 
Notes:1. Dependent variable equals one if child enrolled in school in 2004. 2. Model estimated as a 
probit; results are presented in terms of the marginal effects of the regressors. 3. Covariates marked with 
a † are dummy variables. 4. Absolute value of Z statistics are in parentheses.  5. * Significant at the 10-
percent  level; ** significant at the 5-percent  level. 6. District dummies are included but not reported. 
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continue attending school. The effect of the relationship variable is not statistically 

significant. 

Specification 2 is similar, but introduces interaction terms that allow the 

interaction of age, sex, and previous educational status with orphanhood status (column 

[2]). Thus, in this model, effects of orphanhood are specified to be conditional on the age, 

sex, as well as previous educational status. Results are similar to the first specification, 

except that the interaction term between orphanhood status and education level is 

negative and statistically significant at the 10 percent level. This result implies that as the 

education level increases, there is greater likelihood of orphans dropping out of school 

compared to non-orphans.   

In Specification 3, the probit equation estimated is augmented by household-level 

variables (column [3]). Specifically, three household variables are introduced: 

• Per capita land cultivated,  

• Magnitude of negative agricultural shock experienced by the household as a 

result of 2001 droughts, and 

• Household size. 

Per capita land, the most important asset in rural Malawi, is included to control 

for general wealth level of the household. In 2001, Malawi was affected by one of the 

most serious and widespread droughts in recent years. The household-specific shock 
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variable11 included controls for the effects of this shock. Finally household size controls 

for scale effects within the household. It should also be noted that Specification 3 

contains interaction terms between orphanhood status and both land size and the 2001 

shock. The coefficient of these terms allows us to test whether the effect of orphanhood 

on school enrollment is conditional on the level of wealth and/or the magnitude of shock 

experienced. Further, in order to test whether living arrangements modify the effects of 

orphanhood, Specification 3 also contains a term that interacts the relationship variable 

with orphanhood status.    

Results for Specification 3 are reported in column (3) in Table 3. As in 

Specification 2, the interaction term between orphanhood status and education level turns 

out to be statistically significant. Not only is the size of the coefficient bigger, the level of 

statistical significance is also higher. However, none of the household-level variables 

have a statistically significant relationship with school enrollment, either on their own or 

when interacted with orphanhood. The coefficient of the interaction term between the 

relationship variable and orphanhood status is positive and significant at the 10 percent 

level, implying that among orphans, those that are staying with non-parent or non-

grandparent relatives, have a higher likelihood of attending school. This somewhat 

counterintuitive result may be due to the fact that orphans are taken under the care of 

relatives only when there are wealthier relatives available. However, there is no basis to 

make a firm conclusion in this regard.  
                                                 
11 In rural Malawi, it is common practice to estimate the size of maize harvest by the number of months the 
harvested maize can support household consumption, given normal consumption patterns. In the survey, 
each household was asked to provide this estimate for the 2001 and 2002 maize harvest (drought years) and 
compare this to the harvest level (again in months of consumption support) had the same amounts of land 
been cultivated in a “normal” year. Agriculture shock, the variable used as a measure of the crop shock 
received by the household is then defined as the ratio normal year harvest/specified year harvest.  An 
additional advantage of using this measure of shock is that it accounts for the severity of the shock as well, 
since the larger this ratio, the larger the negative shock 
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Specification 5 and Specification 6 address the issue arising out of the fact that the 

estimated equations use child-level observations (column (5) and (6) in Table 3). Given 

multiple observations within households, one could have taken advantage of within 

household variations between orphan and non-orphan children to get a cleaner estimate of 

the effect of orphanhood. However, because fixed-effects probit estimators are not well 

defined, fixed-effect estimation is not pursued (though we do pursue this in the next 

section, where we examine the relationship between orphanhood and grade advance). 

Instead, what we do is account for the likely correlation between within-household 

observations in computing standard errors. This is done by specifying the cluster option 

in STATA at the household level when estimating the probit equations. Hence 

Specifications 5-6 are counterparts of Specifications 3-4 that recognize within-household 

correlation. Columns (5) and (6) show that all cases of statistical significance reported in 

the earlier equations remains. 

Overall, the estimated probit equations indicate that while an overall orphan effect 

on school attendance is absent, the likelihood of dropping out of school is higher for 

orphans than for non-orphans as grade level increases. 

There may, however, be one limitation to the analysis presented so far. In 

particular, it can be argued that unobserved factors such as the child’s innate abilities or 

time-invariant household-level attributes may affect education outcomes in both 2000 and 

2004 (Behrman 1996; Glewwe, Jacoby, and King 2001). If this is the case, then the 2000 

grade-level variable regressor used in the specifications may be endogenous, leading to 

biased estimation. In order to address this problem, but retain our objective to track 

educational achievement overtime, we re-specify education outcome in terms of grade 



20 

advancement between 2000 and 2004, and drop the 2000 grade level variable from the 

list of regressors. Not only is grade level advancement an interesting outcome in itself, re-

specification of the model in this way also facilitates estimation that controls for 

household fixed effects. Results are discussed in the next section. 

 

3.4 Grade advancement 

Figure 4 shows estimated grade advancement kernel density functions for orphans 

and non-orphans. Grade advance is defined as the number of progression made in grade 

level between 2000 and 2004.  The difference between the two functions is quite visible: 

while the function for orphans peaks at zero grade advance, the function for non-orphans 

has a bi-modal characteristic, peaking at zero and also around the value of 2. While this is 

indicative of lower grade advancement among orphan children, caveats raised about other 

confounding factors while discussing school attendance is applicable here, too. In 

particular, if grade advancement falls with age, a simple correlation between grade 

advancement and orphanhood is possible even if the two are not related. A multivariate 

framework is required, however, to establish causality. In order to accomplish this, grade 

advancement is regressed on child- and household-level characteristics using OLS, and 

reported in Table 4. Independent variables used in the regression equation are the same as 

before.  

Column (1) in Table 4 reports OLS regression of grade advancement on only 

child-specific characteristics and with no interaction allowed between these 

characteristics and orphanhood status. In column (2), household-level variables are 

included in the regression, and interaction between sex and age characteristics with 

orphanhood is also specified.  The coefficient of the orphan indicator is not statistically 
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Figure 4 — Kernel density functions of grade advancement for orphans and non-
orphans 
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significant in both the models, even though it negative in column (1).  Further, the 

coefficients of interaction terms are not significant in column (2) even though the 

coefficient for the interaction between age and orphan is negative (at p-value=0.21).  The 

only significant variables are age and its square (indicating that advancement first rises, 
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then falls with age) and household size. In columns (4) and (5), the regression equations 

are estimated using household-level fixed effects, again with and without the interaction 

terms, respectively. Though the coefficient of the orphanhood indicator is negative in 

both cases, they are not statistically significant in both the fixed-effects regression. As for 

the interaction terms, none of them are significant, even though the coefficient for 

interaction between age and orphanhood is negative. 

Table 4 — OLS estimates of grade advancement and orphan status 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
Sex of child 0.086 0.019 -0.030 -0.069 
 (0.90) (0.18) (0.25) (0.53) 
Age of child in years 
(2000) 

0.531 0.493 0.542 0.547 

 (5.36)*** (4.85)*** (4.85)*** (4.88)*** 
Square of age -0.024 -0.021 -0.025 -0.025 
 (4.86)*** (4.23)*** (4.41)*** (4.41)*** 
Orphan indicator † -0.020 0.462 -0.166 -0.110 
 (0.13) (0.92) (0.57) (0.16) 
Relation 0.294 0.169 -0.371 -0.388 
 (1.15) (0.63) (0.88) (0.92) 
Orphan indicator* Sex of 
child † 

 0.116  0.352 

  (0.39)  (0.90) 
Orphan indicator* Sex of 
child † 

 -0.058  -0.021 

  (1.26)  (0.34) 
Household size (2000)  0.035   
  (1.79)*   
2001 Shock  0.014   
  (0.63)   
Per capital landholding  0.001   
  (0.01)   
Constant -0.418 0.046 -0.327 -0.339 
 (0.90) (0.06) (0.62) (0.65) 
Observations 726 686 726 726 
R-squared 0.05 0.11 0.08 0.08 
Notes:1. (1) and (2) are OLS regression with grade advancement as the dependent variable and with district 
level dummy variables (not reported) and  (3) and (4) are estimated using household fixed effects 2. 
Covariates marked with a † are dummy variables. 3. Absolute value of Z statistics are in parentheses. 4. * 
Significant at the 10-percent  level; ** significant at the 5-percent  level.  
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Thus, overall, both the OLS and household fixed-effects regression fail to provide 

statistically significant evidence of orphans having a lower rate of grade advance than 

non-orphans.   

 

4. Orphanhood and Work Outside of Home 

One of the most common assumptions made about orphans is that the death of 

parents forces them to enter the workforce at a much earlier age than other children. In 

this section we examine data from Malawi to assess the extent that this is so. The CPS 

data that was used to assess school attendance and grade advancement contained little 

variation on children working outside the home: only 3.6 percent of children in the age 5-

15 years were reported to be working. For this reason it was decided to use the larger 

DHS 2000 data set using information from 14,259 children in the age group 6-15 years. 

One of the advantages of using the larger data set is that we are in the position to 

incorporate different types of orphans (paternal, maternal, and double orphans) directly in 

the analysis.  In the data, 9.7 percent were paternal orphans, 5 percent maternal orphans, 

and 3.3 percent double orphans. As shown in Figure 5, there is some variation in the 

proportion of children working outside the household across these groups, the highest 

rate being for paternal orphans.   

Using an econometric approach similar to that used in Section 3, probit equations 

were estimated with the dependent variable taking the value of one when the child is 

working outside the home and zero otherwise. Child-level independent variables used are 

the child’s age and sex. Since the decision to have children work outside the house is 

likely to strongly depend on wealth levels, it is important to control for wealth effects. 
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Though the DHS survey does not collect data on income, consumption, or physical assets 

such as landholding, it does collect information on an array of durable consumption 

goods owned by the household (TV, radio, bicycle, etc.) and reports an “asset index” 

computed as the first principal component of these durables. We use this asset index to 

control of wealth. Finally, a rural/urban dummy variable is included to account for 

different market and household conditions in the two areas.  

Two alternative specifications are tested (Table 5): one in which interaction terms 

between orphanhood and assets are not allowed (column [1]) and one in which they are 

(column [2]). Finally following our previous practice, we estimate both of these equations 

specifying the cluster option in STATA at the household level to account for 

intrahousehold correlation. These are reported in columns (3) and (4).  

Figure 5 — Percent of children below 15 and above six years working 
outside the house
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Table 5 — Work outside of house and orphan status 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
Sex of child -0.021 -0.021 -0.021 -0.021 
 (3.52)*** (3.52)*** (3.47)*** (3.47)*** 
Age of child 0.015 0.015 0.015 0.015 
 (11.69)*** (11.70)*** (11.93)*** (11.95)*** 
Asset index -0.002 -0.001 -0.002 -0.001 
 (0.39) (0.19) (0.34) (0.16) 
Urban indicator † -0.054 -0.054 -0.054 -0.054 
 (4.56)*** (4.54)*** (4.04)*** (4.03)*** 
Paternal orphan 
indicator † 

0.028 0.028 0.028 0.028 

 (2.76)*** (2.74)*** (2.44)** (2.44)** 
Maternal orphan 
indicator † 

0.002 0.002 0.002 0.002 

 (0.14) (0.13) (0.12) (0.11) 
Double orphan 
indicator † 

-0.012 -0.012 -0.012 -0.012 

 (0.75) (0.74) (0.70) (0.70) 
Paternal 
orphan*Asset 

 -0.005  -0.005 

  (0.62)  (0.56) 
Maternal 
orphan*Asset 

 0.004  0.004 

  (0.36)  (0.34) 
Double 
orphan*Asset 

 -0.012  -0.012 

  (0.79)  (0.77) 
Observations 14259 14259 14259 14259 
Notes: 1. Dependent variable equals one if child works outside of home. 2. Model estimated as a probit; 
results are presented in terms of the marginal effects of the regressors. 3. Covariates marked with a † are 
dummy variables. 4. Absolute value of Z statistics are in parentheses.. 5. * Significant at the 10-percent  
level; ** significant at the 5-percent  level.  
 
 

In both specifications and under both estimation strategies, results show that 

paternal orphans are more likely to be working outside the household compared to other 

children. In fact, most coefficients remain the same in both specifications.   However, 

even though the coefficient of paternal orphan is significant, its effect is quite small: 

being a paternal orphan increases the probability of working outside the house by only 

2.8 percent. While the maternal orphan indicator has a positive sign, it is not significant 
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in both specifications. The surprising result is that the coefficient of the double orphan 

indicator is negative, even though this is not statistically significant.  

Apart from the orphan status, it is mainly the child’s age and sex that affect the 

likelihood of working outside the house: boys are less likely to work compared to girls, 

and the probability of working increases with age. It is surprising to note that the effect of 

assets on likelihood of working, while negative, is not statistically significant. Children 

living in urban areas are less likely to work outside the home compared to those living in 

the rural areas. 

To the extent that men are the principal income earners in rural Malawi, it is 

plausible that their death, and the associated income loss, puts greater pressure on 

surviving members to consider sending paternal orphans out to work outside the home.  

 

5.  Targeting Households with Orphans: How Effective Are They? 

As mentioned before, since almost all orphan children live in the household of the 

surviving parent or close relatives and not in institutional homes, it is important to assess 

success in targeting orphan-caring households when this is actually a program objective. 

Hence in this final section, we do this by examining the case of WFP-assisted General 

Food Distribution (GFD) administered under Malawi’s Joint Emergency Food Assistance 

Program (JEFAP) in the aftermath of the 2001-2002 food crisis in Malawi precipitated by 

bad maize harvests due to a combination of nationwide flooding and droughts. 

The GFD provided specific quantities of food to poor and vulnerable households 

in selected villages utilizing the community-based targeted approach. Targeting at the 

district and village levels was “technically-based” in that they were based on surveys. 

While the Vulnerability Assessment System (VAC) developed by the South African 
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Development Community (SADC) was used to determine food aid allocations to districts, 

vulnerable Traditional Authorities (TAs) within the district were identified based on close 

consultation with the District Executive Committees. Within the TAs, the worst affected 

villages were chosen with the proviso that at least 15 percent of the population in any 

selected village received assistance.  

Within the village level, JEFAP relied on the community itself to identify 

households for receiving the monthly ration. Village Relief Committees (also known as 

Village Civil Protection Communities) were formed in most villages to select 

beneficiaries, though in some villages allocation decisions were made by the village 

headman. The guideline provided by the JEFAP to village committees was to target food 

aid to the most vulnerable households, the “osaukitsitsa/ovutikitsitsa” or the “poorest of 

the poor.” Within the “poorest of the poor,” the guideline recommended that special 

consideration be given to households with the following characteristics (JEFAP 2003): 

• Households caring for orphaned children,  

• Child-headed households,  

• Elderly headed households (more than 60 years old), 

• Households with chronically ill/HIV-AID affected members, 

• Female headed households, 

• Households with two or more years of successive crop failures, and 

households with children benefits under the Therapeutic Feeding Program.  

A monthly ration of 50 Kg of Maize, 5 Kg pulses, 2 liters of cooking oil, and 5 

Kg of blended food was provided to each household.  By February 2003, about 2.88 

million beneficiaries were provided food every month under the GFD (JEFAP 2003).  
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We first consider the extent to which eligible households, including orphan-caring 

households, had correct knowledge of the program’s targeting criteria. In order to do this, 

a probit equation that related knowledge of declared GFD criteria to household eligibility 

status was estimated. The dependent variable equals one if the household correctly 

identifies at least one criterion used by GFD.  Five types of binary variables indicating 

eligibility status based on declared targeting criteria were specified.  Households that 

were in the lowest tercile of landownership and had at least one orphan child in the 

household were specified as eligible based the orphan criterion. Households in the lowest 

tercile of landownership that also qualified for the status of either elderly household or 

female-headed household in 2000 were also similarly classified. Likewise, households in 

the lowest tercile that received negative agricultural shocks in both 2001 and 2002 were 

categorized as eligible drought-affected households. Finally, a special “poorest of the 

poor” category was specified that contained households in the bottom-most decile of 

landownership. Probit estimates are presented in Table 6. 

It is noted that all eligible categories, except for eligible female-headed 

households, have negative signs, indicating that eligible households were less likely to 

possess accurate information on the targeting criteria compared with non-eligible 

households. It is noted especially that the coefficient for the “poorest of the poor” group 

not only has the largest absolute value, but is also the only coefficient significant at the 5 

percent level. The estimated equation thus shows no evidence that eligible orphan-caring 

households have better knowledge than others about the targeting criteria adopted.  

Table 6 — Determinants of knowledge of targeting criteria 

Poorest † -0.165 
 (2.14)** 



29 

Eligible Orphan household. † -0.097 
 (0.46) 
Eligible Elderly household † -0.019 
 (0.21) 
Eligible Female-headed household † 0.074 
 (0.85) 
Eligible Drought affected household. † -0.061 
 (0.92) 
  
Number of observations 514 
Notes:1. Dependent variable equals one if household could correctly identify at least one criteria used to 
target General Food Distribution program in an area where this was provided. 2. Model estimated as a 
probit; results are presented in terms of the marginal effects of the regressors. 3. Covariates marked with 
a † are dummy variables. 4. Absolute value of Z statistics are in parentheses. Standard errors are robust 
to EA cluster effects. 5. * Significant at the 10-percent level; ** significant at the 5-percent  level. 6. 
District dummies are included but not reported.  
 
 

What about actual participation in the program? Had the program been faithfully 

put into practice, orphan-caring households would have a greater probability of 

participating in it. Was this actually so? In order to further investigate this, probit 

equations similar to those used to assess knowledge of targeting criteria were estimated, 

but this time the dependent variable used is a binary variable that equals one if the 

household participated in the food aid program at least once during 2001-2004, and zero 

otherwise. Results are shown in Table 7 and discussed below.  

Results indicate three statistically significant relationships. Participation in the 

food aid program is positively associated with eligible households with elderly members, 

eligible household with orphans, and female-headed eligible households. The 

coefficients, moreover, are quite large, the largest one being for the households with 

orphans. Eligible drought-affected households and the “poorest of the poor” households 

are less likely to participate in food aid programs, even though the coefficients are not 

statistically significant.  

Table 7 — Determinants of participation in GFP 

Poorest † -0.142 
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 (1.50) 
Eligible Orphan household. † 0.370 
 (1.87)* 
Eligible Elderly household † 0.290 
 (2.33)** 
Eligible Female-headed household † 0.228 
 (2.37)** 
Eligible Drought affected household. † -0.031 
 (0.47) 
Observations 514 
Notes:  1. Dependent variable equals one if household could participates in free food distribution 
program in an area where this was provided. 2. Model estimated as a probit; results are presented in 
terms of the marginal effects of the regressors. 3. Covariates marked with a † are dummy variables. 4. 
Absolute value of Z statistics are in parentheses. Standard errors are robust to EA cluster effects. 5. * 
Significant at the 10-percent level; ** significant at the 5-percent  level. 6. District dummies are included 
but not reported. 
 
 

Thus, it appears that while the targeting criteria were only poorly understood, 

evidence suggests some degree of success in targeting food aid to special groups that 

could be more easily identified – households with orphans, households with the ill and 

elderly, and female-headed households 

6. Conclusions 

 The number of orphans in Malawi appears to be growing rapidly, due primarily to 

the death of young parents to HIV/AIDS. This clearly poses new challenges for Malawi’s 

policymakers. Apart from the psychological trauma associated with the loss of parents at 

a young age, there is clearly the danger that orphan children may grow up in a deprived 

environment, unable to benefit from basic investments in health and education. This is 

bound to have strong bearings on their social and personal development and limit their 

lifetime earning potential as well. Consequently, orphaned children can get quickly 

trapped in poverty for the rest of their lives and the absence of effective policies may lead 

to the emergence of a new generation of underclass citizens in the not-to-distant future.  
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 This paper suggests that the prevalence of orphans is likely to be higher in areas 

that have higher population densities. Especially in urbanized environments, an increase 

in the number of children with little education, little parental care, and without secure 

livelihood roots can potentially lead to social problems such as an increase in crime and 

violence, including child neglect and abuse. 

 Given the lack of capacity and resources of the government, the major thrust of 

orphan-related policy must operate through local communities and households in which 

the orphans live. Most services provided to orphans, by necessity, also have to be 

channeled through these institutions. Because resources are limited, policy and services 

must be directed to areas when returns to orphan care are the greatest. 

 One area of especially high returns is education. Because education has a strong 

bearing on future earnings, policies that ensure that education of orphaned children does 

not fall behind the rest will have high payoffs in the future. Our analysis is suggestive of 

some slippage in the school enrollment of orphans, especially as grade level rises. 

Lacking an appropriate instrument to account for previous education levels, this finding 

cannot be completely confirmed. However, our other finding that orphans, especially 

paternal orphans, are more likely to work outside the house suggests that striking a trade-

off between pressures to bolster current income to finance basic consumption and 

investing in education to improve earning capacity in the more distant future is, if 

anything, a difficult task, especially for families in which the main income earner 

(presumably the father) has died.  

 It is important that policies aimed to uphold education of orphaned children be 

“incentive-compatible” with individuals newly charged to care for the orphans.  That is, 
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policies should have built-in rules such that caregivers have sufficient incentives to 

actually convey benefits to the orphans in their charge. In the absence of such 

compatibility and/or other enforcement mechanisms, resources and services directed to 

orphans may simply be commandeered by others. The finding presented on providing 

food transfers to household caring for orphans shows that targeting itself may not be a 

problem, at least when it is community managed. In fact, programs like GFD are quite 

important in upholding education levels of orphans, since it is exactly during crisis times 

that children are pulled out of school and placed on the labor market to augment family 

income. However, the most challenging link in reaching out to orphans is ascertaining 

that resources received by the household actually flow and trickle down to the orphans. 

Developing and installing monitoring and evaluation systems that ensure this is therefore 

most urgently needed.   
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