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 ith a population of almost 45 million people 
and an estimated 5.5 million people infected 
with HIV, South Africa has the largest number 

of individuals living with the virus in a single country.  
This tragedy has also brought a rising tide of orphans 
and vulnerable children. A 2004 analysis by 
UNAIDS/UNICEF/USAID estimates that, of 17 
million children under age 17, 13 percent (2.2 million) 
are orphans. The number of orphans due to AIDS is 
approximately half that figure, or 1.1 million.  
 

There is a pressing need to increase our 
understanding of the vulnerabilities of orphans in 
different economic, social and cultural contexts, and 
the options for providing support under these 
conditions. Even less is known about the experience 
of children affected by HIV and AIDS but not yet 
orphaned. This paper examines the experiences of 
children affected by HIV and AIDS at different stages 
of impact, in three provinces of South Africa: Eastern 
Cape, Western Cape, and KwaZulu-Natal, based on 
in-depth interviews, observations, and survey data.  

 
The studies in the Western and Eastern Cape 

interviewed HIV positive mothers and primary care 
givers to investigate strategies employed by families 
in response to HIV and AIDS stresses, and how 
parents plan for their children’s future security. 
Vulnerability in this context is a process that begins 
long before the death of a parent. HIV positive 
parents, their children, and other caregivers face 
challenges along the continuum of morbidity, 
mortality, and orphanhood.  This may involve trauma, 

fear, stigma, increased workloads, decreased 
schooling, and migration.  The study results 
emphasize the role of already established patterns of 
childcare arrangements as primary safety nets in the 
context of AIDS in South Africa. Children are 
intimately involved with providing care, support, and 
assistance with treatment for HIV mothers and 
younger siblings. The evidence demonstrates the 
positive impacts of disclosure of HIV status to 
children and of children’s ability to get involved in 
care and support of their mothers.  The paper 
concludes that to ensure the future well-being of 
children, it is essential to recognize the roles and 
responsibilities they already shoulder, and to support 
them through appropriate polices and programs before 
they become orphans.  

 
For mothers who were aware of their HIV positive 

status, making plans for their children represented a 
chance to take part in their children’s future growth 
and development. HIV positive mothers were actively 
planning for their children’s future, within their 
limited resources. The plans ranged from organizing 
future care giving arrangements to preparing wills for 
inheritance. While many of the women in the study 
emphasized the desire to save for expenses such as the 
future educational requirements of their children, 
meager earnings made this rarely possible.  In order to 
strengthen the roles of mothers, it is important to 
understand the dynamics of planning, the challenges 
HIV positive women face in parenting, and the 
strategies they are utilizing in order to secure their 
children’s future.   

 
In KwaZulu-Natal, interviews and observations 

were conducted with multiple household members and 
children in households fostering orphans, and with 
individuals involved with community-level 
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interventions to support orphans.  Processes of 
fostering children orphaned by AIDS have articulated 
with historical patterns of mobility, and with notions 
of African culture and obligation related to lineage 
patterns—though practice sometimes deviates from 
stated norms.  There was divergence from idealized 
protocols of patrilineal responsibility because 
terminally ill mothers are often cared for by their 
families and children remain in the same household 
after their mother’s death; and because many children 
do not maintain links with their fathers and/or fathers’ 
relatives. Decisions to take in children were seldom 
contested, but where conflicts occurred they were 
related to tensions between the patrilocal residence 
ideal and the matrilocal status quo; or to efforts to 
obtain the deceased’s property or to access social 
grants.  Schooling-related indicators in survey data 
reveal few differences between orphans and non-
orphans, possibly because children are fostered mainly 
by close relatives. People largely expressed that 
African norms require that orphans be treated the 
same as the children of the fostering relatives, and 
observations mainly confirmed this—but cases of 
discrimination were also observed. Orphans also 
suffer unique stresses from having dealt with parental 
illness and death, affecting them at home and school. 

 
The main strain upon fostering households was 

economic. State grants provide an important safety 
net, particularly the Old Age Pension and the Child 
Support Grant. Approximately one-third of fostering 
households in the survey were receiving the Child 
Support Grant, but fostering households have a higher 

likelihood of unsuccessful applications because the 
applicant was not able to be established as the primary 
care giver.  Only a minute percentage of fostering 
households in the survey were receiving the Foster 
Care Grant. The qualitative research found that the 
main reasons for low uptake were lack of knowledge 
and assistance with respect to the application process, 
concern over length of time involved, doubts about 
success of applications based on observations of 
widespread failure across one’s social networks, and 
anticipation or experiences of bureaucratic problems.  

 
Apart from grants, most forms of support for 

orphans were informal. Friends and family help out, 
but these social networks are made up of poor people 
with little to share. There were some community-
based initiatives offering recreational activities, school 
performance monitoring, after-school feeding and 
take-home food, counseling, parenting skills, and 
assistance with grant applications. But these 
interventions were few and ad-hoc, and mainly 
supported by local contributions. The paper calls for a 
systematic policy approach to address the needs of 
orphans, fostering households, and their communities. 
Since vulnerability to the effects of HIV and AIDS 
starts long before orphanhood, interventions must also 
address the specific needs of HIV positive parents, 
care givers and children experiencing the challenges 
of the epidemic at all its stages.  Another important 
challenge is to design interventions that target these 
groups while remaining non-stigmatizing to them and 
equitable with respect to the needs of other poor 
children and their households. 
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