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Abstract- Human Immunodeficiency virus (HIV) and Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome (AIDS) is one of the major 
public health problems that have contributed mostly to orphans leading child-headed families in developing countries. The 
purpose of the study was to explore challenges experienced by children in child-headed families. A qualitative, exploratory 
design was used to explore and describe the challenges faced by children in child-headed households. Purposive sampling 
was used and data were obtained through face-to-face interviews using an interview guide. Data collection continued until 
data saturation which occurred after interviewing 10 participants. Open coding was used to analyse data. The following 
themes emerged from the study: Socio-economic challenges and Psychological challenges. The involvement of community 
stakeholders in the support of orphans in their community is crucial. 
 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
UNAIDS (2016) report reveals that approximately 
13.3 million orphans who have lost one or both 
parents to HIV/AIDS, 90% reside in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. Orphan is a condition whereby a child loses 
one or both parents through death due to HIV/AIDS. 
In Sub-Saharan Africa, the number of AIDS-orphaned 
children has been reported to have been increased 
considerably during the last two decades from 3 
million in 2000 to 13.3 million in 2016. Many adults 
are dying from HIV/AIDS leaving some families 
without elders and therefore children are left on their 
own.  Many of these children have become heads of 
households and they are forced to look after 
themselves, their siblings and some drop from school 
while looking for jobs to sustain the family (Bavier, 
2011). In addition to all the abuses which are 
experienced by children living in child-headed 
families some of the children are also infected with 
the disease (UNICEF, 2016). 
Children in HIV/AIDS affected child-headed families 
experience challenges since they are growing without 
the support and guidance of their parents. In India it 
was found that some of the children living in child-
headed families were having better lifestyles because 
they were receiving support from the government and 
other organisations (Indian HIV/AIDS Alliance for 
Tata Institute of Social Science, 2012). In South 
Africa orphans receive child support grants in which 
they can buy basic things for their survival, however, 
material support alone is not enough (DOD, 2010). 
Blome (2011) states that compared with children 
living with at least one of their parents, children 
living in child-headed families are likely to drop out 
of school, less likely to take college preparatory 
courses and they are more likely to change schools. 
Children living in the absence of their parents usually 
exhibit behavioral problems due to poor social 
guidance. According to the findings from a study 

conducted by Masondo (2012)  in  Kwazulu Natal  
province of South Africa revealed that many children 
in child-headed families had dropped from school 
either temporarily or permanently in order to look 
after their young siblings. 
 
II. METHODS 
 
A qualitative approach which was explorative and 
descriptive in nature was used to explore and describe 
the challenges faced by children in child-headed 
households. The population was comprised of all 
children living in child-headed household in two 
villages of Vhembe District in South Africa. 
Purposive sampling was used to select the 
participants. Permission to conduct the study was 
obtained from the Provincial Department of Social 
Development in Limpopo Province, South Africa. A 
written permission was also obtained from the 
Traditional Local Authorities of the two villages. The 
children who were included in the study were all 
orphans aged 12 -17 years, both males and females, 
heading households and who were not on the foster 
care programme. 
Informed consent was obtained from the Headmen of 
the two villages and also from guardians. However, 
children were also afforded the opportunity to agree 
or to refuse to be included in the study even though 
the elders signed the consent forms on their behalf. 
Data were collected from those who agreed to 
participate in the study. An interview guide was used 
and data were collected until saturation which 
occurred after interviewing 10 children. 
 
III. RESULTS 
 
Data were collected from ten participants, two males 
both aged 17, eight females, three aged 12 and one 
aged 13, four aged 17 and who were heads of 
households because their parents of HIV/AIDS. 
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Thematic analysis resulted in the following sub-
themes: Socio-economic challenges and 

Psychological challenges. 

 
Table 1: Summary of findings 

THEME Sub-themes 

Socio-economic challenges Poor family relationships 
‘Since the death of our parents, the relationship between our maternal and 
paternal relatives is not good, we are on our own.’ 

Difficulty in engaging in recreational activities 
‘I don`t have time to play with my peers because I must concentrate on 
household chores.’ 

Poverty 
‘We receive food parcels from welfare offices’ 

Psychological challenges Poor family support 
(I miss my parents` support, and my siblings are looking up to me for 
support) 

 Emotional stress 
‘I feel stressed when I think about the way my parents died, I overheard 
my grandmother talking with my uncle and saying: they were suffering 
from HIV/AIDS’ 

 
DISCUSSION 
 
The findings revealed that children who were heading 
families were caught in between feud of the two 
families; namely, paternal and maternal relatives. It 
was revealed that the two families fight against each 
other blaming one another of the death of their loved 
ones. In this study participants explained that they are 
unable to visit their relatives because they are fighting 
for their parents` property whilst other participants 
reiterated family feud arising from families blaming 
each other on the cause of the death of their loved 
ones. They also explained that they were 
discriminated upon by their own relatives.  Long 
(1996) reiterated that HIV/AIDS is always attached to 
stigma and discrimination in rural areas. 
Poverty was cited as a problem by all participants in 
this study. Some of the older children explained that 
they even left school in order to look for piece jobs so 
that they can support their siblings. Findings further 
revealed inadequate shelter for the child headed 

families. Report for congress (2005) indicated that 
children depend on their parents for economic 
survival. When parents die in the family as a result of 
HIV/AIDS, the children become stranded and are 
forced by circumstances to carry on with life without 
their parents. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The findings revealed of this study revealed that 
households that are headed by children suffer from 
multitude problems in the community. 
Recommendation 
Recommendations were based on the results. It is 
recommended that local communities should be made 
aware about the needs of child-headed families. They 
should always provide support and assist the children 
in those families. 
The government should also provide children with 
professional support and shelter. 
 

 
 
 

 


