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Summary  

This report presents key findings from a small -scale pilot research project that explored the 

experiences and priorities of young people caring for their siblings in sibling -headed households 

affected by AIDS in Tanzania and Uganda. Qual itative and participato ry research was conducted 

with 33 young people living in sibling -headed households and 39 NGO staff and community 

members in rural and urban areas of Tanzania and Uganda. The report analyses  the ways that 

young people manage transiti ons to caring for their younger siblings  ňőŎŎőřŋŐŉ ŖŊŇŋŔ ŒŃŔŇŐŖŕȃ 

death and the impacts of caring on their family relations, education, emotional wellbeing and 

health, social lives and their transitions to adulthood. The study highlights gendered - and age-

ŔŇŎŃŖŇņ ņŋňňŇŔŇŐŅŇŕ ŋŐ ŖŊŇ ŐŃŖŗŔŇ ŃŐņ ŇŚŖŇŐŖ őň śőŗŐŉ ŒŇőŒŎŇȃŕ ŅŃŔŇ řőŔō and discusses young 

ŒŇőŒŎŇȃŕ ŐŇŇņŕ ŃŐņ ŒŔŋőŔŋŖŋŇŕ ňőŔ ŃŅŖŋőŐǫ ńŃŕŇņ őŐ ŖŊŇ ŘŋŇřŕ őň śőŗŐŉ ŒŇőŒŎŇǫ -&. ŕŖŃňň ŃŐņ 

community members. Meeting the basic needs of young people living in si bling -headed 

households, ŎŋŕŖŇŐŋŐŉ Ŗő śőŗŐŉ ŒŇőŒŎŇȃŕ ŘŋŇřŕǫ ňőŕŖŇŔŋŐŉ peer support and relationships of trust 

with supportive adults , raising awareness and advocacy emerge as key priorities to safeguard the 

rights of children and young people living in sib ling -headed households and challenge the  stigma 

and marginalisation th ey sometimes  face.   

 

1. Background 

Since the 1980s, the growi ng num ber of child - and youth -headed households in East and Southern 

Africa has been linked to the impacts of the AIDS epidemic (Foster et al., 1997; Ayieko, 1997; 

$ŘŃŐŕǫ ɂɀɀɅȑǮ (Ő 3ŃŐŜŃŐŋŃǫ ŃŐ ŇŕŖŋŏŃŖŇņ Ɂɂȝ őň ŖŊŇ ɁǮɁ ŏŋŎŎŋőŐ ŅŊŋŎņŔŇŐ ŅőŐŕŋņŇŔŇņ ȂŏőŕŖ 

ŘŗŎŐŇŔŃńŎŇȃ ŎŋŘŇņ ŋŐ ŅŊŋŎņ-headed households in 2007 (MHSW, 2006). While the number of children 

living in child -headed households represents a minority of the total numbers of children orphaned 

by the epidemic, commentators suggest that the phenomenon is becoming increasingly 

widespread as numbers of orphans continue to rise in countries like Tanzania and Uganda affected 

ńś ŖŊŇ ȂŎőŐŉ-wave impacŖŕȃ őň ŖŊŇ ŇŒŋņŇŏŋŅ Ȑ%őŕŖŇŔ ŃŐņ 6ŋŎŎŋŃŏŕőŐǫ ɂɀɀɀǬ !ŋŅŇŉő et al., 2003). 

Research has highlighted the resident ial mobility of orphaned children and suggested that some 

children face difficulties in adapting to new routines, expectations and relationships in foster 

households (Urassa et al., 1997; Van Blerk and Ansell, 2007).  HIV stigma and poverty may result in 

orphaned children being denied access to schooling, healthcare, inheritance and property, 

particularly in the case of girls (Barnett and Blaikie, 1992; UNICEF a nd UNAIDS, 1999).  
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Despite the cultural si ŉŐŋňŋŅŃŐŅŇ őň ȂŕŋńŎŋŐŉ ŅŃŔŇŖŃōŋŐŉȃ in many African societies (Cicirelli, 1994; 

Weisner, 1982), Kesby et al. (2006) suggest that the situation of orphaned children growing up in 

child -headed households in the conte xt of the AIDS epidemic challenges local understandings of 

child hood as well as universal models. While studies of child -headed households acknowledge 

śőŗŐŉ ŒŇőŒŎŇȃŕ ŔŇŕŋŎŋŇŐŅŇ ŃŐņ ŃŉŇŐŅś ŋŐ ŃņőŒŖŋŐŉ ŅőŒŋŐŉ ŕŖŔŃŖŇŉŋŇŕǫ ŖŊŇś ŃŎŕő ŔŇŘŇŃŎ ŖŊŇ ŒőŘŇŔŖśǫ 

stigma and marginalisation they may face (Thurman et al., 2006; Francis-Chizororo, 2008).  Studies 

from Uganda and Zimbabwe suggest that the success of child -headed households may depend on 

the age and gender of the eldest sibling, with teenage girls identified a s more able to ensure the 

ŊőŗŕŇŊőŎņȃŕ ŕŗŔŘŋŘŃŎ ņŗŇ Ŗő ŖŊŇŋŔ ŇŃŔŎś ŕőŅŋŃŎŋŜŃŖŋőŐ ŋŐ ņőŏŇŕŖŋŅ řőŔō Ȑ!ŃŔŐŇŖŖ ŃŐņ !ŎŃŋōŋŇǫ ɁɉɉɂǬ 

Foster et al., 1997). However, in Rakai, Uganda, the majority of child -headed households were 

headed by boys, although girls were m ore likely to head households over longer periods than boys 

and many became young mothers, caring for their siblings and their own young children (Luzze 

and Ssedyabule, 2004). Despite considerable concern about the vulnerability of orphans living in 

child - and youth -headed households in Sub -Saharan Africa, few studies have explored young 

ŒŇőŒŎŇȃŕ socio-spatial experiences of caring for their siblings in these households  following their 

ŒŃŔŇŐŖŕȃ ņŇŃŖŊ.  

 

2. Aims and objectives of the research 

This pilot researc h aimed to provide greater understanding of the gendered and age -related 

experiences and support needs of young people who care for their siblings in sibling -headed 

households1 in commu nities affected by HIV and AIDS in Tanzania and Uganda. 

The objectives were:  

1. To gain insight into the experiences and support needs of young people (girls and boys) caring 

for siblings in sibling -headed households in Tanzania and Uganda.  

1. To pilot qualitative and participatory research methods with young people, community 

members and NGO workers in the research locations.  

2. To prepare an accessible summary of the key findings for research participants in appropriate 

languages (Kiswahili and Luganda) and facilitate participatory workshops in the research 

locations in Tanzania a nd Uganda to engage in active feedback and dissemination with young 

people heading households, community members and NGO staff.  

3. To liaise with NGO and other stakeholders in Tanzania and Uganda to develop collaborative 

relations for future research.  
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3. Research methods 

A youth -focused qualitative and participatory methodology was considered most appropriate to 

gain an in -depth understanding of the perspectives and experiences of this  marginalised  group of 

young people, community members and NGO workers supp orting them.  

 

Phase 1 (2008) 

A small purposive sample of children and young people (aged under 25) who cared for their 

sibl ings in sibling -headed households in Tanzania and Uganda were identified through contact 

with NGOs working in Kampala  and Mpigi, Muko no, Wakiso and Luwero districts in  Uganda and 

in Nshamba, Kagera region, Dar es Salaam and Mbeya in Tanzania. The research locations were 

specifically selected as areas that were severely affected by the HIV and AIDS epidemic and had 

high levels of orphanh ood. Accessible information leaflets were given to young people prior to 

meeting the researcher.  Following negotiation of consent to participate, semi -structured 

interviews were conducted with:  

 14 young people (9 girls, 5 boys, aged 12 - 23) from 11 sibli ng-headed households (the 

majority headed the household and  cared for their younger siblings)  

 15 project workers from 5 organisations .  

Focus groups were conducted with a further 15 young people and five community leaders and 

NGO staff in Tanzania.   

 

Phase 2 (2009) 

Following transcription, translation and analysis of the data collected in Phase 1, an accessible 

summary report was produced in appropriate languages (Kiswahili and Luganda). Six participatory 

workshops were then held in the three main research  locations of Kampala, Nshamba and Mbeya 

with:  

 33 young people (15 siblings heading households and 18 of their younger siblings)  

 39 NGO workers and community members.  

Young people heading households who had participated in the first phase were invited t o 

participate in a one -day workshop with one or more of their younger siblings. The workshops 

with young people used participatory diagramming (Kesby, 2000) and focus groups to verify initial 

findings, further develop understandings of the issues and invol ve participants in identifying key 

messages and priorities through the co -production of creative research outputs (art posters and 

video-ŔŇŅőŔņŇņ ņŔŃŏŃ ŃŐņ ŏŗŕŋŅ ŒŇŔňőŔŏŃŐŅŇŕȑǮ (ŐŋŖŋŃŎ ňŋŐņŋŐŉŕ ŃŐņ śőŗŐŉ ŒŇőŒŎŇȃŕ ŏŇŕŕŃŉŇŕ řŇŔŇ 

then presented and discussed further in workshops with NGO workers and community members. 
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All participants received a summary report in Luganda, Kiswahili or English and expense 

payments to compensate them for their time and contribution to the research process. NGOs 

received a DVD coŒś őň ŖŊŇ śőŗŐŉ ŒŇőŒŎŇȃŕ ŘŋņŇő-recorded performances. The project was granted 

ethical clearance by the University of Reading Research Ethics Committee and the safety and 

security of the participants and researcher in the collection and storage of the data and 

dissemination of the findings were of paramount i mportance throughout the study. All 

ŒŃŔŖŋŅŋŒŃŐŖŕȃ ŃŅŅőŗŐŖŕ ŊŃŘŇ ńŇŇŐ ŃŐőŐśŏŋŕŇņ ŖŊŔőŗŉŊőŗŖ ŖŊŋŕ ŔŇŒőŔŖ ŃŐņ śőŗŐŉ ŒŇőŒŎŇ ŒŔővided 

written consent for photographs to be used in research outputs. This small -scale study does not 

aim to be representative of young people caring for siblings in child - and youth -headed households 

in Tanzania and Uganda, but seeks to explore the diversity of experiences of this group of young 

people. The following  sections discuss the key research findings, based on analysis of the 

empirical data gathered.  

 

4. Transitions into caring   

Most young people interviewed said that they started looking after their siblings when they were 

aged 12-15 years old. Many young people  associated the start of their sibling caring responsibilities 

řŋŖŊ ŖŊŇŋŔ ŒŃŔŇŐŖȃŕ ņŇŃŖŊ, which had caused major disruptions in their lives and changes in 

household composition . Many young people feared that relatives would grab their property and 

deny their inheritance rights if they moved away and articulated their transition to caring for 

their siblings in terms of a shared decision to con tinue liv ing together  in their inherited parental 

home.  Some siblings moved to live with relatives after their parent's death, but found that they 

were mistreated compared to their uncle's or aunt's own children and decided it would be better 

to look after themselves and move back to the home they inherited from their parents.  Some 

young people who did not have any younger siblings w ished to continue living in the house they 

had inherited and asked for a younger cousin, niece or nephew to live with them, so that they 

would not be alone.   

 

For some young people, their caring pathways  started when a parent started to become ill, 

gradually providing more intensive nursing care as their health deteriorated. Following their 

ŒŃŔŇŐŖȃŕ ȐŗŕŗŃŎŎś ŖŊŇŋŔ ŏőŖŊŇŔȃŕȑ ņŇŃŖŊǫ ŖŊŇŋŔ ŅŃŔŋŐŉ ŔŇŕŒőŐŕŋńŋŎŋŖŋŇŕ ŅŊŃŐŉŇņ Ńŕ ŖŊŇś ńŇŅŃŏŇ ŖŊŇ 

head of the household and continued to care for their siblings, foll owing their parentȃŕ řŋŕŊŇŕ 

that the siblings should stay together and look after each other . Althou gh the young people 

expressed grief and sadness about losing their parent, they felt that the level of poverty they 

experienced and their care work fo r themselves and their siblings was less intensive and time 
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consuming than the time when they were providing nursing care for their parent. Young people 

who were able to access support from NGOs felt that their situation had improved, since the 

children we re being supported in school and received food and health care support following their 

ŋņŇŐŖŋňŋŅŃŖŋőŐ Ńŕ ȂőŔŒŊŃŐŕȃǮ   

 

Some young people had started caring for their siblings and heading the household when their 

parent had become ill and moved to the house hold of an extended family member to be cared for 

by relatives there. One young woman (aged 16) who was living alone at the time of the interview 

ŊŃņ ŅŃŔŇņ ňőŔ ŊŇŔ śőŗŐŉŇŔ ŕŋńŎŋŐŉŕ ňőŎŎőřŋŐŉ ŊŇŔ ŏőŖŊŇŔȃŕ ņŇŃŖŊǫ ńŗŖ ŖŊŇś ŇŚŒŇŔŋŇŐŅŇņ ŇŚŖŔŇŏŇ 

poverty and hung er and their relatives decided to care for the two younger siblings. She continued 

to live alone in the house she inherited from their mother and received NGO support to continue 

at secondary school.   

 

5. 8ÎÔÍÆ ÏÄÎÏËÄŴÒ ÂÀÑÄ ÖÎÑÊ  

Young people undertook  a range of activities within and beyond the household to  look after 

themselves and the ir siblings, řŊŋŅŊ ŅŃŐ ńŇ ŅŃŖŇŉőŔŋŕŇņ ŗŐņŇŔ ŖŊŇ ŊŇŃņŋŐŉŕ őň ȂŋŐŅőŏŇ ŉŇŐŇŔŃŖŋőŐ 

ŃŅŖŋŘŋŖŋŇŕȃǫ ȂŊőŗŕŇŊőŎņ ŅŊőŔŇŕȃǫ ȂŅŊŋŎņ ŅŃŔŇȃǫ ȂŕŇŎň ŅŃŔŇȃǫ ȂŊőŗŕŇŊőŎņ ŏŃŐŃŉŇŏŇŐŖȃ ŃŐņ ȂŅőŏŏŗŐŋty 

ŇŐŉŃŉŇŏŇŐŖȃ as shown in Table 1.  

 

Table 1: Young people's caring activities in sibling -headed households  (see also Evans, in 

press a) 

Caring 

activity  

Examples  

Income-

generation 

activities  

Cultivating crops and produce for sale, rearing livestock, c asual agricultural and 
construction work, fishing, working in a factory, shop or bar, selling produce, 
cooked food, charcoal and other goods, domestic work, running errands for 
neighbours, begging  

Household 

chores  

Cooking, washing dishes, sweeping, clean ing and tidying, fetching water and 
firewood, laundry, heating water for baths, shopping, cultivating food for 
consumption, tending livestock, cutting wood, running errands  

Child care  Bathing, dressing and washing siblings, getting siblings ready for sch ool, 
supervision, giving advice and guidance, resolving arguments and conflict between 
siblings, help with school work, health care  when siblings are ill, reminding them 
to take medication  

Self care Personal care, taking medication, getting ready for sch ool, private study, developing 
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In the workshops, young people confirmed the relevance of this framework of the different 

dimensions of care work they were engaged in and provided more information on the gendered 

and age-relat ed nature of their daily routines  through participating in a bean diagram exercise. 

Participants indicated the number of hours they  spent on the different caring activities each week  

(1 bean represented 1 hour) . Table 2 presents the average number of hours  per week participants 

spent doing each caring activity, based on the collated findings from the workshops in Kampala, 

Nshamba and Mbeya and disaggregated according to gender and position within the household 2.  

 

Table 2: Average number of hours per week of unpaid care work of young people living in sibling -
headed households, by gender and position in household  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The research suggests that care work was us ually shared between siblings, but girls were often 

expected to do more domestic tasks than boys. When young men and boys headed the household, 

they often allocated household tasks to their younger siblings (especially girls) and spent longer 

engaging in i ncome generation activities to support the family financially. Indeed, Table 2 shows 

that boys and young men heading households reported that they spent on a verage 34 hours per 

life skills and livelihood strategies etc.  

Household 

management  

Allocating tasks, p aying school contributions, organising school/vocational training, 
budgeting, resolving financial problems, future planning and decision -mak ing  

Community 

engagement  

Maintaining social networks, seeking support from and cooperating with relatives, 
neighbours, friends, NGOs, members of faith community, participating  in 
neighbourhood, school, faith community, youth and NGO meetings, activities and 
events, playing and spending time with friends .  

Caring activity  Average (mean) number of hours per week  

Young women 
and girls 
heading 

households  

Young men 
and boys 
heading 

households  

Younger girls 
living in sibling-

headed 
households  

Younger boys 
living in sibling-

headed 
households 

Earning money 11 34 6 5 

Household chores 21 19 22 14 

Child care 27 31 3 2 

Self care 15 33 23 11 

Household management  26 19 0 1 

Community engagement  11 16 11 13 

Total: average hours per 
week spent on all caring 
activities  

 
111 

 
152 

 
65 

 
46 
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week earning money  to support the family, while girls and young women heading h ouseholds in 

contrast spent much less time (average of 11 hours a week) engaging in income -generation 

activities, due to gendered constructions of care and inequalities in access to employment 

opportunities , as previous research in a range of African conte xts has shown  (Langevang, 2008; 

Van Blerk, 2008). Young women who were the eldest sibling  appeared to find  it more difficult to 

allocate household chores to younger male siblings because of different gendered expectations of 

ŖŊŇ ŉŋŔŎŕȃ ŃŐņ ńőśŕȃ ŔŇŕŒőŐŕŋńŋlities for domestic work  and reported spending more time 

performing household chores and managing the household in comparison to boys and young men  

heading households .  

 

In terms of age differences between older and younger siblings, t he findings in Table 2 suggest 

that young people heading households have far greater responsibilities for household 

management, child care and income -generation activities in comparison to their younger siblings. 

However, younger siblings spent considerable amounts of time und ertaking household chores 

(younger girls reported spending  slightly more time tha n their elder sisters) and self care activities.  

Young people commented that for younger siblings, the category of community engagement 

included playing and spending time wit h friends, which older siblings reported was more limited 

for themselves ; ȂŅőŏŏŗŐŋŖś ŇŐŉŃŉŇŏŇŐŖȃ ňőŔ ŖŊŇŏ ŔŇŒŔŇŕŇŐŖŇņ ŖŋŏŇ ŕŒŇŐŖ ŕŇŇōŋng support from 

others and going to church/the mosque . Older and younger boys reported spending longer in 

community engage ment activities outside the household compared to girls, reflecting 

conventional gender norms about the gendered division of labour within the household and ńőśŕȃ 

greater  spatial mobility and freedom to engage with the wider environment (Katz, 1993; Koda, 

2000). 

 

When the data from the three research locations is compared, young men in Uganda reported that 

they spent particularly long hours earning money in construction, factory or agricultural work or 

the informal sector (average of 55 hours per week), alm ost seven times as many hours  reported by 

young women heading households (average of 8 hours per week). Young  women heading 

households in Uganda and Mbeya reported spending  longer  performing child care than young 

men and in Mbe ya and Nshamba young women sp ent  considerably longer undertaking househol d 

chores compared to young men.  

 
Although the sample was very small a nd cannot be seen as representative of all young people 

living in sibling -headed households in Tanzania and Uganda, these findings reveal that young 
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people heading households and their younger siblings regularly undertake substantial and  

significant caring  tasks. "ŊŋŎņŔŇŐȃŕ ŅŃŔŇ řőŔō ŋŐ ŖŊŇ ŉŎőńŃŎ 2őŗŖŊ ŋŕ ŔŇŅőŉŐŋŕŇņ Ńŕ ńŇŋŐŉ ŏŗŅŊ 

more intensive and time consuming than in the global North due to disparities in living standards  

(Evans and Becker, 2009). In particular, household chores in Africa are considerably more time 

consuming and labour intensive than in the UK and often require physical fitness and strength 

(ibid).  In official surveys in the global North 3, ŅŊŋŎņŔŇŐȃŕ ȐŃŐņ ŃņŗŎŖŕȃȑ ŋŐŘőŎŘŇŏŇŐŖ ŋŐ 50 or more 

hours of unpaid care per week is regarded as very substantial caregiving at the high end of the 

caregiving continuum, while 20 -49 hours a week is regarded as substantial and significant (Evans 

and Becker, 2009; Dearden and Becker, 2004). If only the category of child care is defined as 

unpaid caregivi ng, t he data in Table 2 suggest that young people heading households have 

substantial caring responsibilities (27 hours a week for young women and 31 hours a week for 

young men) and when this is combined with the other activities necessary to sustain house holds, 

it is clear that young people heading households (both young women and young men) undertake 

very substantial care work at the high end of the care giving  continuum . Further research is 

needed to survey a larger , more representative sample of young pe ople in African countries to 

ŉŃŋŐ ŃŐ ŗŐņŇŔŕŖŃŐņŋŐŉ őň śőŗŐŉ ŒŇőŒŎŇȃŕ ŗŕŗŃŎ ŖŋŏŇ ŅőŐŖŔŋńŗŖŋőŐŕ Ŗő ŖŊŇŋŔ ŊőŗŕŇŊőŎņŕ Ńŕ řŇŎŎ Ńŕ 

th e time contributions  of young people who hav e caring roles in households affected by illness, 

disability or other difficulties, i n order to draw comparisons  between the level of care work that 

young people perform in different contexts.   

 

6.  Impacts of young people's caring responsibilities on their lives  

6.1 Family relationships  

As noted earlier, siblings often shared domestic du ties within the home and developed close , 

loving and  interdependent caring relations. Young people who had negative experiences of living 

with foster relatives enjoyed their freedom and autonomy to manage the household 

independently of adult control. In th e workshops, siblings identified close relationships and 

freedom to make decisions as positive aspects of living together and looking after themselves, in 

addition to the highlighting the poverty, lack of basic needs and loneliness they experienced (see 

Figure 1). Young people heading households said one of the best things about caring was that they 

got on well with their younger siblings and were respected by them as the eldest sibling who 

looked after them.  However, there were sometimes arguments when young er siblings did not 

respect the eldest sibling's authority and did not do what they had been asked to do. Young people 

used different methods to settle arguments and fights with their younger siblings, such as using a 

cane, talking, advising and guiding th em and asking for help from project workers. In the 
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workshops, younger siblings commented on both the positive and negative aspects of living with 

their older siblings: Ȅ6ŇȃŔŇ ŊŃŒŒś ńŇŋŐŉ ńŔőŗŉŊŖ ŗŒ ńś őŗŔ ńŔőŖŊŇŔȣ ŕŋŕŖŇŔȅǬ ȄŎŋŕŖŇŐŋŐŉ Ŗő ŇŃŅŊ őŖŊŇŔ ŃŖ 

diffŋŅŗŎŖ ŃŐņ ŊŃŒŒś ŖŋŏŇŕȅǬ Ȅ6Ň ňŇŇŎ ńŃņ řŊŇŐ řŇȃŔŇ ŊŃŔŃŕŕŇņ ńś őŗŔ ńŔőŖŊŇŔ őŔ ŕŋŕŖŇŔȅǬ ȒřŇ ņőŐȃŖ 

like]  ȄńŇŋŐŉ ńŇŃŖŇŐ ńś ńŔőŖŊŇŔȣ ŕŋŕŖŇŔ řŋŖŊőŗŖ  Ń ŔŇŃŕőŐȅǮ  

 

Figure 1: 8őŗŐŉ ŒŇőŒŎŇȃŕ ŎŋňŇ ŕŋŜŇ ŃŔŖ ŒőŕŖŇŔ ŅŔŇŃŖŇņ ŋŐ ŒŃŔŖŋŅŋŒŃŖőŔś ňŇŇņńŃŅō řőŔōŕŊőŒŕ ŋŐ ,ńŇśŃǫ 

Tanzania. Ȅ6Ň ŃŔŇ ŊŃŒŒś ŎŋŘŋŐŉ ŖőŉŇŖŊŇŔ Ńŕ Ń ňŃŏŋŎśȅ (Evans, in press b). 

                          

                  Figure 1a) 

                

Figure 1b)                Figure 1c) 

8őŗŐŉ ŒŇőŒŎŇȃŕ ŏŇŕŕŃŉŇŕ őŐ ŖŊŇ ŒőŕŖŇŔǭ  

(a) Ȅ3ŊŇ ńŇŐŇňŋŖŕ őň ŎŋŘŋŐŉ řŋŖh my younger siblings. I feel good because we comfort each other about everything. 

6Ň ňŇŇŎ ńŃņ řŊŇŐ řŇȃŔŇ ŊŃŔŃŕŕŇņǮ 3ŗŏŃŋŐŋ4ǫ ŃŉŇ ɁɉȅǮ 

b) Ȅ( ňŇŇŎ ŎőŐŇŎś řŊŇŐ ( ŕŇŇ ŏś ňŔŋŇŐņŕ ńŇŋŐŉ ńŔőŗŉŊŖ ŗŒ ńś ŖŊŇŋŔ ŒŃŔŇŐŖŕ ŃŐņ ŖŊŇŐ ŖŊŇŔŇȃŕ ŏŇ ńŔŋŐŉŋŐŉ ŗŒ ŖŊŇ 

family. VicŖŃǫ ɂɁȅǮ 
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c)Ȅ+ŋňŇ ŋŕ ŊŃŔņǫ ŎŋōŇ ŕŎŇŇŒŋŐŉ őŐ ŖŊŇ ňŎőőŔǫ ŎŃŅōŋŐŉ ňőőņǫ ŕŊŇŎŖŇŔǫ śőŗ ŅŃŐ ŉŇŖ ŋŎŎ ŃŐņ ŐőŖ ŊŃŘŇ ŃŐś ŏőŐŇś ňőŔ 

ŏŇņŋŅŋŐŇǮ !ŇŅŃŗŕŇ ŎŋňŇ ŋŕ ŕő ņŋňňŋŅŗŎŖǫ śőŗ ňŋŐņ śőŗȃŔŇ ŐőŖ ŃńŎŇ Ŗő ŉő Ŗő ŕŅŊőőŎǫ śőŗȃŔŇ őŐ ŖŊŇ ŕŖŔŇŇŖ ŎőőōŋŐŉ ňőŔ řőŔōǮ 

*ŃŔŋŏŗǫ (ȃŏ ɁɅȅ (Evans, in press b).   

 

Furthermore, m any young people heading households saw themselves as parents or guardians of 

their younger siblings.  As the eldest sibling, they felt a moral responsibility to care for their 

siblings and were proud of their caring role.  Some young men were particularly proud of their 

role in providing for and protecting the family as the head of the household.  Young people 

thought that they had become more mature and independent because of their caring 

responsibilities. Project wo rkers also thought that young people gained useful life experience in 

managing a family, budgeting and making decisions, which helped to prepare them for future 

family life. However, some young people also expressed an ambivalence about their changed 

posit ion in the family, as the eldest siblings having to take on a full -time parental caring role 

while they were still young people , as Juma (Tanzania) commented:  

 

8őŗ ŕŇŇǫ ŗŕǫ řŇ ņŋņŐȃŖ řŃŐŖ Ŗő ńŇ ŃņŗŎŖŕǫ ńŗŖ řŇ ŊŃņ Ŗő ńŇ ŃņŗŎŖŕ ńŇŅŃŗŕŇ őň ŖŊŇ ŖŊŋŐŉŕ ŖŊŃŖ 

happened with our parents. We would still like to be able to do the things we used to. To be able 

to play and laugh with our friends but my life is really a struggle and when I need help, I don't 

ŊŃŘŇ ŃŐ ŃņŗŎŖ řŊő ( ŅŃŐ ŃŕōǮ (Ŗȃŕ ŐőŖ Ńŕ ŖŊőŗŉŊ ( řŃŐŖŇņ Ŗő Ŏŋve on my own. Any problems that 

you have, you have to know how to deal with them. I have to be like both mother and father. So 

in this way I am an adult. 

 

Some young people sometimes felt overwhelmed by th eir caring responsibilities, missed their 

parents and felt that they lacked an adult who they could turn to for advice and guidance . 

Younger siblings in Nshamba also identified ȂŃ ŎŃŅō őň ŅŎőŕŇ ŃņŘŋŕőŔŕȃ as a negative aspect of their 

experiences of living in a sibling -headed household.  Some project worker s saw the lack of a co-

resident adult relative who could provide love, advice and guidance to children as a key difference 

between the situation of children caring for parents affected by chronic illness or disability and 

children caring for their siblings  without a co -resident adult (Evans, in press a).  Evans and 

!ŇŅōŇŔȃŕ Ȑɂɀɀɉȑ ŔŇŕŇŃŔŅŊ ňőŗŐņ ŖŊŃŖ close, loving relationships between children and parent s/ co-

resident adult s they were caring for represented a key protective factor in reducing the risk of 

negative outcomes for children with caring responsibilities . Young people heading households and 
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their younger siblings who lack a supportive adult figure they can turn to for guidance thus 

appear to be appear to be particularly vulnerable to negative outco mes. 

 

6.2 Education  

Young people in Tanzania who attended school said that their caring responsibilities affected their 

progress at school. They reported that they often lacked enough t ime to do their school work and 

when they arrived at school late , they were punished and missed even more lessons. Young people 

were often very tired and found it difficult to concentrate at school because they were worrying 

about caring for their siblings and needing to earn money to support the family. Several young 

people interviewed in Uganda had not been able to complete their primary or secondary school 

education because of their caring responsibilities and a lack of money for school fees , resulting in 

poor educational outcomes which r educed their employment opportunitie s. Young people in 

Uganda and Tanzania struggled to pay for their younger siblings' schooling, lacked money for 

uniforms, school materials, examination fees, school lunches etc. While they found some teachers 

were helpful, many young people said that teach ers did not unders tand their problems or offer 

support .  

 

6.3 Emotional wellbeing and h ealth  

Young people who received financial help regularly from organisations or relatives and had good 

relationships with friends and neighbours or other young people in simi lar situations enjoyed 

their independence and liked living together with their siblings. All the young people expressed 

their grief for  their parents and missed the love  and guidance they provided and as mentioned 

earlier, sometimes felt lonely and isolate d. Younger siblings felt able to turn to their older siblings 

for emotional support, but older siblings said that they felt unable to share their feelings with 

their younger siblings, as they did not want to cause them further distress. They also found it 

difficult to talk to their friends or neighbours about the ir feelings due to cultural taboos about the 

public expression of emotions in Tanzania and Uganda (Evans and Thomas, 2009). Siblings 

heading households identified the management of their emotions as  a key aspect they found 

difficult about their caring responsibilities, writing in the workshop:  Ȅ(ȃŏ ňőŔŅŇņ Ŗő ńŇ ŊŃŒŒś ŃŎŎ ŖŊŇ 

ŖŋŏŇǫ ŇŘŇŐ ŖŊőŗŉŊ (ȃŏ ŕŃņȅǮ  

 

Several young people had experienced health problems and struggled to pay for medical costs and 

for transport to hospital when they or their siblings were ill. Many young people were very tired 



15 

 

and exhausted by their care work and often did not have enough food to eat, usually only eating 

one meal a day. They often lived in poor quality, overcrowded housing and were exposed to the 

cold, rain and mosquitoes  (see also Figure 1c).  

 

6.4 Social lives and involvement in the community  

Young people developed strong social ties with their peers, extended family members, neighbours, 

faith and community leaders who m they often relied on for material and emotional support. This 

included helping when young people did not have any food,  providing  money for medical 

treatment or school fees and materials and encouragement, advice and protection to young 

people. Relatives and neighbours also sometimes helped young people with their care work, such 

as doing some household chores or collecting medicines for them. Young people's friendships with 

their age mates and other young people in similar situat ions appeared to be signi ficant  in helping 

them to adapt to their changed role within the household . Peers sometimes helped those heading 

households with farm work, selling cooked food in the neighbourhood or with household chores  

and provided advice and encouragement about how to  look after their siblings .  

 

However, relatives, peers and neighbours were not always able to help and s ome young people 

found it difficult to spend time with  their friends because of their caring responsibilities or 

because they were stigmatised , leading  to isolation and loneliness . Indeed, several young people 

said the worst aspects of their caring responsibilities were  feeling lonely and different to their 

peers: Ȅ( ňŇŇŎ ŎőŐŇŎś řŊŇŐ ( ŕŇŇ ŏś ňŔŋŇŐņŕ ńŇŋŐŉ ńŔőŗŉŊŖ ŗŒ ńś ŖŊŇŋŔ ŒŃŔŇŐŖŕȅ (see also Figure 1b) as 

well as the stigma and harassment they experienced for 'being poor' and being 'orphans' from 

neighbours, relatives and others in the community. Several young people we re frightened at night 

by neighbours  throwing stones at their house. Relatives somet imes exploited young people and 

denied their inheritance rights, taking  away their land, property and other assets, such as rental 

income from property  they inherited from their parents. People sometimes refu sed to pay young 

people for casual work they had  completed . Girls and young women said that they were often 

harassed and pressured to have sexual relationship s with men in exchange for food or money. 

They felt vulnerable to sexual abuse and exploitation and were at risk of unplanned pregnancies 

and sexually transmitted infections. Project workers thought that young men could be tempted to 

take drugs and/or drink alcohol and consequently neglect their caring responsibilities towards 

their siblings. Young men were sometimes viewed with suspicion and could be blamed for theft or 

for hav ing sexual relationships with married women and be punished by the community. Indeed, 
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young people identified being wrongly accused of causing trouble or damage in the community 

and having to put  up with the judgement as a negative aspect of their cari ng responsibilities.   

 

6.5 Young people's transitions to Ȃadulthood ȃ 

As noted earlier, many siblings heading households identified themselves as a parent/guardian for 

their young siblings . They therefore  ńŎŗŔŔŇņ ŖŊŇ ńőŗŐņŃŔŋŇŕ ńŇŖřŇŇŐ ȂŅŊŋŎņŊőőņȃ ŃŐņ ȂŃņŗŎŖŊőőņȃ 

ńś ŖŃōŋŐŉ őŐ ȂŃņŗŎŖȃ ŔőŎŇŕ řŊŋŎŕŖ ŖŊŇś were still children and youth and were still treated  as such 

by the community.  Focus groups and interviews suggested that marriage continued to be seen as 

the major marker of adulthood  in Tanzania and Uganda . However, marriage could be delayed or 

become more difficult for young people heading households, especially for yo ung women, because 

a partner m ight  not be willing for the younger siblings to continue to live with them.  In 

interviews and workshop discussions, y oung people heading households expressed their 

commitment to care for their younger siblings until they were grown up and able to look after 

themselves. However, project workers thought that poverty, lack of outside help and disputes 

between siblings sometimes led to the brea k-up of the household. Siblings sometimes separated 

when they migrated for work in town, to live with other relatives or for their studies.  When the 

eldest sibling migrated for work, studies or marriage, the next eldest sibling usually became the 

head of the household and assumed primary responsibility for looking after the younger children.  

 

Some young people in Uganda wanted to return to school or study for  vocational training so that 

they could support their siblings better in future. Some were worried  about depending too much 

on others for help and did not have much hope for the future. Some young people in Tanzania 

who received regular support thought their siblings would be able to manage if they were selected 

for a boarding school far away and tried  to prepare their siblings to live independently. Others 

řŊő ŊŃņ ŅőŏŒŎŇŖŇņ ŕŅŊőőŎ ŊőřŇŘŇŔ ŕŗŉŉŇŕŖŇņ ŖŊŃŖ śőŗŐŉ ŒŇőŒŎŇȃŕ ŖŔŃŐŕŋŖŋőns to independent 

employment  might  be adversely affected by their caring responsibilities. For example, one young 

woman ( aged 24) caring for four younger siblings who wanted to set up a small business  

importing and  trading goods over distance said: Ȃ(ȃŏ ŐőŖ ŃńŎŇ Ŗő ŖŔŃŘŇŎ ňŃŔ ňőŔ řőŔō ňőŔ ŏśŕŇŎň ńŇŅŃŗŕŇ 

of being afraid to leave them [her siblings]  őŐ ŖŊŇŋŔ őřŐȃǮ  

 

Some young women int erviewed had become mothers since they started caring for their siblings 

and struggled to provide for their siblings as well as their infant, usually without any support from 

ŖŊŇ ńŃńśȃŕ ňŃŖŊŇŔǮ 2ŋŐŅŇ ŖŊŇś řŇŔŇ őňŖŇŐ ŗŐŏŃŔŔŋŇņ řŊŇŐ ŖŊŇś ŉŃŘŇ ńŋŔŖŊǫ śőŗŐŉ ŏőthers heading 

households were ŐőŖ ŅőŐŕŋņŇŔŇņ Ŗő ŊŃŘŇ ŏŃņŇ ŕŗŅŅŇŕŕňŗŎ ŖŔŃŐŕŋŖŋőŐŕ Ŗő ȂŃņŗŎŖŊőőņȃ ŃŐņ řŇŔŇ 
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further stigmatised . Young mothers were often unable to continue attending school due to 

negative attitudes of school staff, a lack of childcare facili ties and poverty. However, one young 

woman who cared for her five year old daughter and three younger siblings had been able to 

return to secondary school with the support of an NGO in Tanzania.   

 

The experiences of young people who were 18 or over involv ed in the research also highlighted 

the contradictory situation young people heading households may face when they reach the 

threshold of 18 years of age, since according to international development discourses and 

interventions, they are no longer conside ŔŇņ ņŇŒŇŐņŇŐŖ ȂőŔŒŊŃŐŕȃ ŋŐ ŐŇŇņ őň ŕŗŒŒőŔŖ Ȑ$ŘŃŐŕǫ ŋŐ 

press b). Community members suggested that sibling s heading  households aged 18 or over may be 

considered to qualify for continued assistance only if the orphaned siblings they were caring for 

were aged under 18 and/or if the sibling heading the household was still attending school.  

 

7. Support from non-governmental organisations 

The non -governmental o rganisations involved in the study in Tanzania and Uganda provided 

young people with a range of services and support  (although young peo ple rarely received all of 

these services), including  food, regular cash support, school fees, uniforms and materials, health 

care, emotional support, peer support clubs, life skills and vocational training, self -defence clubs, 

capital for income -generation projects, community volunteer schemes. Young people saw th is 

support  as crucial in helping them to care for their siblings and live independently. Young people 

reported that in general, they developed relationships of trust with project workers and felt able 

to talk to them about problems and ask their advice. Some organisations thought that it was 

important to provide training and opportunities for young people to develop life skills, so that 

they did not miss out on the teac hing their parents would have provided about community values, 

personal hygiene and sexuality, sustaining their farm and developing other livelihoods . Young 

people appeared to value such opportunities for life skills training and commented that, alongside 

encouragement from  peers in similar situations, this  helped them to adapt to living independently 

in a sibling -headed household .   

 

Several project workers interviewed thought it was better to support young people to continue to 

live together in their own home rather than for young people to live with relatives b ecause of the 

difficulties children could experience in foster households and the fact that the property and 

assets they had inherited from their parent could be taken away by relatives . Project wor kers 

thought that girls were more vulnerable to sexual abuse than boys and that younger children 
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looking after themselves needed more care and closer supervision than older children. However, 

organisations were not able to provide all the support that youn g people needed. In Uganda, 

organisations had very limited means to help young people caring for their siblings in child - and 

youth -headed households.   Project workers thought that raising awareness about young people's 

circumstances and involving the com munity more would help to ensure that young people were 

supported in their caring roles.   

 

8. 8ÎÔÍÆ ÏÄÎÏËÄŴÒ support  needs and priorities for action  

In individual interviews, y oung people  identifi ed a range of material and emotional needs and in 

the workshop s, they collectively ranked these in order of importance . Table 3 shows the ranked 

needs they identified from the three research locations . Young people saw addressing their basic 

needs for food, good housing, health care, schooling, bedding and financial support as crucial, 

before other priorities could be addressed, such as e mployment and obtaining a regular income or 

emotional support. In Kampala, Nshamba and Mbeya, young people all saw adequate food as the 

number one priority, with good housing and heal th care following closely.  

 

Young people in Tanzania ranked educational support higher than young people in Uganda, 

which is likely to reflect the fact that many of the Tanzanian young people were being supported 

by NGOs to attend school at the time of th e research and had high educational aspirations .  In 

contrast, Ugandan young people  ranked emotional support  ȐȂŕőŏŇőŐŇ Ŗő ŖŃŎō Ŗőȃȑǫ ŋŐňőŔŏŃŖŋőŐ and 

guidance above financial support, regular income and schooling, which perhaps reveals the 

relative isolatio n and low educational outcomes of the young people interviewed in Uganda, who 

had received very little material or educatio nal  support from  NGOs.  Young people in Mbeya saw 

capital for income generation activities such as rearing livestock, agricultural in puts and other 

small business activities as well as life skills training as more important than th eir peers in the 

other research locations . This difference in priorities may be related to the older age of 

participants heading households in Mbeya, since several young people  had completed their 

schoolin g and were m ore focused on developing  liveli hood strategies.   
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Table 3: Needs identified by young people living in sibling -headed households, ranked in order of 

importa nce to the young people across the three research locations  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the workshops, young people identi ňŋŇņ Ȃproperty grabbing ȃ and harassment as key issues about 

which they wished to raise awareness in their locality. In Kampala and Mbeya, young people 

developed drama stories about orphaned children whose inheritance rights were denied, in one 

ŋŐŕŖŃŐŅŇǫ ńś ŐŇŋŉŊńőŗŔŕ řŊő ŅŎŃŋŏŇņ ŖŊŃŖ ŖŊŇ ŅŊŋŎņŔŇŐȃŕ ŒŃŔŇŐŖŕ ŊŃņ ŕőŎņ ŖŊŇŋŔ ŎŃŐņ Ŗő ŖŊŇŏ 

before their death, forging a land deed agreement, and in the other, by an aunt who used corporal 

punishment and verbal abuse to chase the children out of the house. The drama from Kampala 

showed the young people seeking legal help from the local council chairperson, who considered 

the case and ŗŒŊŇŎņ śőŗŐŉ ŒŇőŒŎŇȃŕ ŋŐŊŇŔŋŖŃŐŅŇ ŔŋŉŊŖŕǫ ŃŔŔŃŐŉŋŐŉ ňőŔ ŖŊŇ ŐŇŋŉŊńőŗŔŕ Ŗő ńŇ ŃŔŔŇŕŖŇņ 

by the police. Both drama stories and the song performed in Nshamba included messages and 

priorities for action about how they would like the community to respect them an d safeguard the 

rights of orphaned children.  

 

Young people appeared to value the opportunity to share their experiences with their peers, as the 

evaluation feedback gathered at the end of the workshops, demonstrates: Ȅ( ŎŋōŇņ ņőŋŐŉ ŖŊŇ ņŔŃŏŃ 

ńŇŅŃŗŕŇ ŋŖȃŕ ŕŊőŔŖ ńŗŖ ŋŖ ŅŃŐ ńŇ ŇŃŕŋŎś ŗŐņŇŔŕŖőőņ ŃŐņ ŖŇŃŅŊŇŕ ŒŇőŒŎŇȅ (Mbeya); Ȅ3ŊŋŐŉŕ ( ŎŋōŇņǭ 6Ň ŕŊŃŔŇņ ŋņŇŃŕ 

ŃńőŗŖ Ŋőř Ŗő ńŔŋŐŉ ŗŒ őŗŔ śőŗŐŉŇŔ ŕŋńŎŋŐŉŕ ŃŐņ ŉŃŋŐ ŏőŔŇ ŇŚŒŇŔŋŇŐŅŇȅ(Nshamba); Ȅ( ŊŃŘŇ ŊŃņ ňŗŐ řŋŖŊ 

different friends, like sharing ideas, music, dancing anņ ņŔŃŏŃȅ (Kampala). Aspects young people felt 

8ÎÔÍÆ ÏÄÎÏËÄŴÒ needs, ranked in 
order of importance  

1. Food 

2. Good place to live  

3. Health care  

4. School fees and materials  

5. Bedding 

6. Financial support  

7. Employment and regular 
income  

8. Someone to talk to  

9. Information and guidance   

Capital for income generation  

10. Life skills training  
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could be improved concerned providing them with more guidance on how to deal with difficulties 

and for their priorities and needs to be met by NGOs.  8őŗŐŉ ŒŇőŒŎŇȃŕ engagement with the drama, 

art and music activ ities as a way of disseminating the research findings and presenting their key 

messages and priorities  for action to  policymakers, practitioners and community members reveals 

the potential of safe spaces such as youth -led support groups for young people to  collectively 

challenge the ir  low social status and raise awareness about the problems they face within the 

community . The value of such opportunities for peer support and the collective mobilisation of 

marginalised groups  is also reflect ed in  the experien ces of professionals and young people 

participating in child - and youth -led interventions with orphans and young carers and peer 

support groups of people living with HIV in Tanzania and other communities affected by HIV an d 

AIDS in Africa  (Madoerin, 2008 ; Evans and Becker, 2009; Save the Children, 2010 ).  

 

%őŎŎőřŋŐŉ ŖŊŇ ŒŔŇŕŇŐŖŃŖŋőŐ őň ŔŇŕŇŃŔŅŊ ňŋŐņŋŐŉŕ ŃŐņ śőŗŐŉ ŒŇőŒŎŇȃŕ ŏŇŕŕŃŉŇŕ ŃŐņ ŒŔŋőŔŋŖŋŇŕǫ ŖŊŇ 

workshops with  NGO staff and community members discussed a number of ways to improve 

support for young people living in sibling -headed households and reduce the difficulties they face. 

As Table 4 shows, suggestions included advocacy work and greater coordination of efforts between 

policymakers, schools, community and faith leaders, governmental and non -governmental 

organisations  to ensure that the most vulnerable children are identified and supported , as well as 

proposing a range of ways of addressing the material and emotional needs of young people caring 

for siblings and safeguarding their rights at local and national levels .  

 

Table 4: -&. ŃŐņ ŅőŏŏŗŐŋŖś ŏŇŏńŇŔŕȃ ŕŗŉŉestions for ways to improve support and 

address the difficulties faced by young people caring for their siblings in sibling -headed 

households  

How can support for 
young people caring for 
their siblings in sibling -
headed households be 
improved?  

NGO and community suggestions, based on workshop discussions in Kampala, 
Nshamba and Mbeya 

Support  to continue 
ØÎÔÍÆ ÏÄÎÏËÄŴÒ 
education  

 Involve family and community in identifying needs and problems 
facing children  

 Mobilise community to support children  and share information  
between schools, local leaders  and committees , faith communities , 
governmental and non -governmental organisations  

 Provide assistance with school fees, uniform, materials, transport for 
children who live far from sc hool, food at home and school  

 Pool resources between NGOs and community donations to schools to 
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meet the needs of the most vulnerable children  

 Government to improve education policies and implementation to 
ensure the most vulnerable children can access edu cation  

 Motivate and encourage children to attend school, provide psycho -social 
support, love and care  

 "ŊŋŎņŔŇŐȃŕ ŒŇŇŔ ŕŗŒŒőŔŖ ŉŔőŗŒŕ 

 Sensitisation, education and advocacy about the rights of children with 
caring responsibilities.  

Emotional support and 
guidance and ways to 
reduce stigma and 
harassment young 
people experience 

 Offer psycho -social support within the community - be close to 
children, show them love and care, give  them  advice and guidance 

 Give young people space and freedom to talk and express t heir views 
and listen to them  

 2ŖŃŔŖ ŅŊŋŎņŔŇŐȃŕ ŅŎŗńŕ ŃŐņ ŋŐŘőŎŘŇ śőŗŐŉ ŒŇőŒŎŇ ŋŐ ŒŎŃśǫ ŕŒőŔŖŕǫ ņŔŃŏŃǫ 
music and other fun activities with their peers  

 Increase efforts to s ensitise community about the rights and 
responsibilities of children, not to stigmati se or ostracise young people, 
not to reprimand them without good reason and treat them the same 
as other children  

 Support children to secure the property they inherited from their 
parents and use existing policies to safeguard their rights  

 Visit children r egularly at school and at home to provide 
encouragement and advice  

 Involve young people in local celebrations and events  

 Encourage parents to appoint a guardian to care for children before 
they pass away, identify other relatives who can help to support th e 
family  

 (ņŇŐŖŋňś ȂŏőŖŊŇŔȃ ŃŐņ ȂňŃŖŊŇŔȃ ŔőŎŇ ŏőņŇŎŕ ŋŐ ŅőŏŏŗŐŋŖś řŊő ŅŊŋŎņŔŇŐ 
can approach for advice and comfort  

 Encourage people to be open and test for HIV  

Opportunities to 
develop life skills and 
training in livelihoods  
 

 Advocacy programmes with polic ymakers, schools etc. 

 Identify t he most vulnerable children, recognise their needs and ensure 
support reaches those it is intended to  

 ʄŕŕŇŕŕ śőŗŐŉ ŒŇőŒŎŇȃŕ őřŐ ŃŐņ őŖŊŇŔ resources available to them  

 Provide informal education in life skills eg. how to expre ss their 
emotions, avoid bad peer groups  

 Community leaders, groups and individuals to provide informal 
education and skills training  and support in acquiring life skills and 
livelihood strategies  

 Establish low cost vocational training centres . 

 

NGO worke rs and community members also identified a range of barriers to developing services 

and support for young people living in sibling -headed households and ways that these could be 
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reduced. As Table 5 shows, these focus on issues related to constraints on the  resources and 

capacity of organisations and communities, limited awareness and recognition of the problems 

and support needs of young people heading households and the siblings they care for and 

difficulties in implement ing policies and programmes at the local and national levels.  

 

Table 5: -&. ŃŐņ ŅőŏŏŗŐŋŖś ŏŇŏńŇŔŕȃ ŘŋŇřŕ őň ńŃŔŔŋŇŔŕ Ŗő ņŇŘŇŎőŒŋŐŉ ŕŇŔŘŋŅŇŕ ŃŐņ support 

for young people in sib ling -headed households and the ways these barriers can be reduced  

 Barriers to developing services and 
support  

Ways that barriers can be reduced 

Resources and 
capacity 

Low income and lack of resources 
within the community  

Lack of capacity within organisations  

Over-reliance on donors and lack of 
sustainability  

Mobilise resources locally and 
internationally  

Build capaci ty of programme 
implementers  

Develop sustainable programmes that use 
local resources rather than reliance on 
external support  

Awareness and 
recognition of 
the issues 

 

Limited understanding among 
teachers, community members about 
śőŗŐŉ ŒŇőŒŎŇȃŕ ŒŔőńŎŇŏŕ ŃŐd how to 
support them  

Stigma and discrimination  

8őŗŐŉ ŒŇőŒŎŇȃŕ ŘőŋŅŇŕ ŐőŖ ŎŋŕŖŇŐŇņ Ŗő 

Educate, sensitise and mobilise 
community and schools to provide 
support for children and participate in 
programmes  

Involve young people at every stage and 
listen to the ir views  

Implementation  Communication problems among 
committee members, NGOs etc.  

How to identify the needs of the most 
vulnerable and target support without 
causing resentment and isolation  

Lack of implementation of policies eg. 
Universal Primary Educati on, lack of 
monitoring and evaluation  

Embezzlement and wastefulness of 
some organisations  and community 
leaders, aid not reaching the most 
vulnerable children  

Develop plans to coordinate efforts 
between children, government, NGOs 
and community groups  

Infor mation sharing with all stakeholders 
about policies, implementation and 
monitoring  

Systems and policies to check 
embezzlement and monitor provision of 
aid 

 

9. Conclusions 

This research suggests that a complex range of factors influences the formation and sus tainability 

of sibling -headed households affected by AIDS in Tanzania and Uganda, including sibling birth 

order, changes in household composition and migration; cultural expectations of sibling care and 

ŒŃŔŇŐŖŕȃ řŋŕŊŇŕ ňőŔ ŕŋńŎŋŐŉŕ Ŗő ŕŖŃś ŖőŉŇŖŊŇŔ ŃňŖŇŔ Ŗheir death; access to formal and informal 

resources and assets, which may differ between rural and urban areas; the need to resist adult 
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ŇŚŒŎőŋŖŃŖŋőŐ ŃŐņ ŃńŗŕŇ őň ŕŋńŎŋŐŉŕȃ ŋŐŊŇŔŋŖŃŐŅŇ ŔŋŉŊŖŕ ŃŐņ ŖŊŇ ņŇŕŋŔŇ Ŗő ņŇŘŇŎőŒ Ń ŏőŔŇ 

autonomous space living with si blings in their inherited parental home. Young people caring for 

their siblings without a co -ŔŇŕŋņŇŐŖ ŃņŗŎŖ ńŎŗŔ ŖŊŇ ńőŗŐņŃŔŋŇŕ ńŇŖřŇŇŐ ȂŅŊŋŎņŊőőņȃ ŃŐņ ȂŃņŗŎŖŊőőņȃǫ 

ŖŃōŋŐŉ őŐ ȂŃņŗŎŖȃ őŔ ȂŒŃŔŇŐŖŃŎȃ ŔőŎŇŕ řŊŋŎŇ ŖŊŇś ŕŖŋŎŎ ŅőŐŕŋņŇŔŇņ ŖŊŇŏŕŇŎŘŇŕ ŅŊŋŎņŔŇŐ ŃŐņ śoung 

people and were regarded as such by the wider community  (Evans, in press b).  Young people 

show considerable resilience and competencies in caring for their younger siblings, developing 

interdependent caring relationships within the household and shar ing household chores, income -

generation activities and other responsibilities , often according to conventional gendered and age -

related hierarchies . However, their ability to exert control over their lives was often undermined 

by poverty, stigmatisation an d wider processes of exclusion. While young people expressed long 

term commitments to caring for their siblings, this could have detrimental impacts on their 

education, emotional wellbeing and health, their social lives and involvement in the community 

and their transitions to adulthood. Their experiences also highlighted the arbitrary nature of strict 

age-based definiŖŋőŐŕ őň ȂőŔŒŊŃŐŊőőņȃ ŕŒŇŅŋňŋŇņ in inte rnational development interventions  and 

the difficulties young people heading households may face if t hey lose access to NGO support 

when they reach the threshold of 18 years of age.  

 

Young people saw meeting their basic needs for food, a good place to live, health care and 

schooling  as crucial before their priorities for employment and a regular income, emotional 

support , information and guidance,  capital and life skills training could be met. They identified 

the denial of their inheritance rights to property and other assets and the harassment and stigma 

they experienced by relatives, neighbours and others in the community as key issues about they 

wished to raise awareness within their locality and among policymakers and practitioners. The 

ŔŇŕŇŃŔŅŊ ŕŗŉŉŇŕŖŕ ŖŊŃŖ ŏŇŇŖŋŐŉ śőŗŐŉ ŒŇőŒŎŇȃŕ ńŃŕŋŅ ŐŇŇņŕ, ŎŋŕŖŇŐŋŐŉ Ŗő śőŗŐŉ ŒŇőŒŎŇȃŕ ŘŋŇřŕǫ 

fostering the development of peer support and relationships of trust with supportive adults, 

awareness-raising  and advocacy could help to safeguard the rights of young people living in 

sibling -headed households. The challenge for policymakers, practitioners, researchers and 

communities is to confront the stigma and marginalisation young people living in sibling -headed 

households may face and tackle b arriers to the development and implementation of services and 

support for this group of young people at the local, national and global levels.  

 

Notes 

1. Studies use different definitions of child - and youth -headed/ sibling -headed households, 

including Foster et alǮȃŕ ņŋŕŖŋŐŅŖŋőŐ ńŇŖřŇŇŐ ȂŗŐŃŅŅőŏŒŃŐŋŇņȃ ŃŐņ ȂŃŅŅőŏŒŃŐŋŇņȃ ŅŊŋŎņ-headed 
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ŊőŗŕŇŊőŎņŕǬ ȂŗŐŃŅŅőŏŒŃŐŋŇņȃ ŅŊŋŎņ-headed households are defined as those where  there were 

no adults present , in comparison to those where adults were present, but the adults were sick, 

disabled or elderly and considered to have little or no responsibility for the day -to-day running 

őň ŖŊŇ ŊőŗŕŇŊőŎņ ȐȂŃŅŅőŏŒŃŐŋŇņȃȑǮ  This research focuses on children and young people who 

live in households headed by a sibling, who is aged up to 25 years of age, without a co -resident 

adult relative  aged 25 or over. These households are ŔŇňŇŔŔŇņ Ŗő Ńŕ ȂŕŋńŎŋŐŉ-ŊŇŃņŇņ ŊőŗŕŇŊőŎņŕȃ.   

2. This data on the number of hours spent undertaking  differen t caring activities is presented 

with an awareness of the potential problems of self -reported time -use data in terms of 

gendered and age-related differences in perceptions of use of time and the valuing  of different 

activities.  Furthermore, these time all ocations cannot be seen as representative of young 

people heading households, since the pilot research was based on a very small sample. The 

differences  ńŇŖřŇŇŐ śőŗŐŉŇŔ ŃŐņ őŎņŇŔ ŕŋńŎŋŐŉŕȃ ŒŇŔŅŇŒŖŋőŐŕ őň ŖŊŇ ŃŏőŗŐŖ őň ŖŋŏŇ ŖŊŇś ŕŒŇŐņ 

undertaking different activities in a typical week is nevertheless revealing.  

3. %őŔ ŇŚŃŏŒŎŇǫ ŖŊŇ ɂɀɀɁ 4* "ŇŐŕŗŕ ŋŐŅŎŗņŇņ ŖŊŇ œŗŇŕŖŋőŐǭ ȂDo you look after, or give any help or 

support to family members, friends, neighbours or others because of: physical or mental ill -

health or di sability or problems related to old age? Do not count anything you do a s part of 

your paid employment: a) no. Time spent in a typical week : b) 1-19 hours a week . c) 20-49 

hours a week . d) 50+ hours a weekȃ (www.statistics.gov.uk/census2001/pdfs/engh1.pdf) .  

4. Young people were asked to choose pseudonyms when writing their messages in order to 

protect their identities.  
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