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Abstract (100 words) 

This paper develops a framework of risk and protective factors to conceptualise the relationship 

between HIV-related stigma, asset inheritance and chronic poverty among widows and caregiving 

children and youth in eastern Africa. Analysis of two qualitative studies with 85 participants in rural 

and urban areas of Tanzania and Uganda reveals that gendered and generational inequalities and 

stigmatisation sometimes led to property grabbing and chronic poverty.  Human and social capital 

and preventative measures however may help widows and caregiving young people in HIV-affected 

households to safeguard land and other assets, within a wider supportive environment that seeks to 

tackle structural inequalities.  
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Introduction 

Land and property are central to people's livelihoods and security in many Sub-Saharan African 

countries (Odgaard, 2002; Ellis and Mdoe, 2003). The HIV epidemic in Eastern and Southern 

Africa has exacerbated chronic poverty and gender and generational inequalities in access to land, 

property and other assets (Drimie, 2003; Seeley, 2008; Hulme and Shepherd, 2003). Women living 

with HIV may experience multiple forms of stigma and discrimination, including property grabbing 

and asset loss (Evans and Becker, 2009; Muyinda et al, 1997; Walsh, 2005).  Widows with HIV 

may be blamed for the death of their husbands because of relatives’ assumptions that they ‘brought’ 

the disease into the family and/or used witchcraft against their husband and their children (Ogden 

and Nyblade, 2005). Widows living with HIV and orphaned young people thus appear to occupy a 

weak bargaining position in safeguarding asset inheritance following the death of male heads of 

household. Evidence on the relationship between HIV and disinheritance, however, is very limited. 

As Cooper (2010:13) comments, 'While many policy analysts are concerned about the inter-related 

risks of property disinheritance and HIV/AIDS, how the two affect each other is not yet well 

understood'. 

 

In this paper, I seek to provide insight into how HIV-related stigma, asset inheritance and chronic 

poverty may be related.  Drawing on two qualitative datasets with 85 participants from Tanzania 

and Uganda, I develop a conceptual framework of risk and protective factors that influence 

vulnerability and resilience to stigma, disinheritance and chronic poverty in communities affected 

by the advanced HIV epidemics in eastern Africa
1
. I analyse gendered and generational 

vulnerabilities among widows and caregiving young people, in addition to resilience and protective 

factors that helped some households to safeguard asset inheritance and avoid chronic poverty.    
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Widows' and caregiving young people's access to land and other assets in Africa 

 

Land tenure systems and customary inheritance practices vary according to socio-cultural norms, 

colonial legacies of land settlement and allocation processes and the wider legal, religious, and 

political context in different African countries (Joireman, 2008). While both patrilineal and 

matrilineal inheritance practices are observed in Eastern and Southern Africa, this paper focuses on 

study locations in Uganda and Tanzania where patrilocal and patrilineal practices predominated. 

Although customary norms differ according to locality and ethnicity, within patrilineal inheritance 

systems, women usually leave their natal homes when they marry and gain usufrust rights to land 

and property through their husband's family (Tripp, 2004). Land inheritance is the key means for 

the intergenerational transfer of wealth in rural areas (Cooper, 2012) and in patrilineal societies, the 

eldest sons are usually the main heirs, while in matrilineal societies, heirs are usually male maternal 

relatives. Separated or divorced women often have few rights to the family home, land or jointly 

acquired assets and widows may lose assets, which are traditionally held in trust for their children, 

to their husband's relatives after his death (Bird and Espey, 2010).  

 

A growing literature has identified the negative impacts of gender discrimination on women's 

access to assets (Deere and Doss, 2006). Assets such as land, financial capital and property are 

associated with higher status and increased bargaining capacity in intra-household resource 

negotiations. If women have less bargaining power, this in turn often has negative impacts on 

household expenditure on food, health, education and welfare of children, especially girls (Deere 

and Doss, 2006).  Furthermore, in rural areas, women's lack of ownership and control over land and 

agricultural management has been shown to constrain agricultural productivity and weaken 

household consumption and nutrition (Jones et al., 2010).  
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Some studies suggest that disinheritance and asset stripping of women, particularly widows, is 

becoming increasingly common in Eastern and Southern Africa in recent years (Walsh, 2005; 

Izumi, 2007).  Women with HIV whose husbands have died of AIDS-related illness may be more 

likely to experience property grabbing and asset stripping than other widows, often leading to 

impoverishment (Mendenhall et al., 2007; Walsh, 2005). Aliber and Walker (2006) suggest that 

HIV can aggravate the vulnerability of certain groups, particularly widows, to land tenure loss in 

Kenya and conclude that HIV affects a person's social capital, which hinders their ability to gain 

support from  community members and leaders against a threat to their tenure.   

 

Although practices by ethnic group, in patrilineal societies, under customary law, when a father 

dies, his land, property and other assets are usually held in trust for sons (and sometimes daughters) 

until they are considered mature enough to manage inherited assets (Tripp, 2004). Although little 

research has focused explicitly on asset inheritance among young people, studies suggest that 

orphaned children's inheritance rights to land and property may be denied following their parents’ 

death (Van Blerk et al., 2008).  Drawing on case studies from HIV-affected communities in 

Rwanda, Lesotho, Kenya and South Africa, Rose (2007) and Drimie (2003) argue that relatives may 

confiscate the deceased parents’ land and refuse to relinquish it to orphaned children when they 

reach the age of majority. Children’s low status in generational hierarchies means that they are 

rarely involved in decision-making processes about inheritance and use of family assets, and 

orphaned young people may find it very difficult to regain access to their deceased parents' land and 

other assets once confiscated (Rose, 2007).  Widows in polygamous unions and children whose 

fathers engaged in polygynous relationships may occupy a particularly marginal position; particular 

wives, such as those 'officially' married in church or the mosque, and their children may be 
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prioritised over other co-wives and their children (Seeley, 2012) and may be regarded as having a 

greater claim to the husband's/father's assets following his death.   

 

The land rights of widows and orphaned children are further undermined by wider institutional and 

legal discrimination, such as Land Acts and community regulations about land use which differ 

according to country and locality (Drimie, 2003; Rose, 2007).  Progress has been made in legal 

reforms to prohibit discrimination and address women’s property and inheritance rights following in 

several African countries, including Tanzania and Uganda, in recent years (Cooper, 2012). The 

customary tenure system predominates in Uganda and provides for both individual and communal 

land ownership which is regulated by customary rules often administered by clan leaders (Tripp, 

2004). In this system, land is not generally titled or registered. Women activists lobbied to ensure 

that the 1995 Ugandan Constitution and the 1998 Land Act protected women's land rights; for 

example, the Act prohibits decisions pertaining to customary land that deny women access to, 

ownership of, or occupation of land (ibid). Similarly, in Tanzania, radical legal reforms shifted land 

tenure administration to the elected government of each village (Tripp, 2004). Women are granted 

the same rights as men in the Constitution and in the 1999 Land Acts (Odgaard, 2002). The Land 

Act overrides customary law if it denies women their right to use, transfer and own land and 

women's rights of co-occupancy are also protected (Tripp, 2004).   

 

The introduction of privatised land ownership systems in several African countries have in some 

instances hindered rather than facilitated women’s access to land (Tripp, 2004; Whitehead and 

Tsikata, 2003). The costs, bureaucracy and poor governance represent additional barriers.  

Furthermore, if land is unused and/or underused, relatives or neighbours may take it over, or when 

local authorities are informed of the underuse of land, they may assign it to others (Odgaard, 2002; 
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Rose, 2007). Since households headed by widows with HIV, grandparents and orphaned young 

people struggle to secure sufficient agricultural labour to cultivate land, they are at risk of losing 

access to this vital asset that they rely on for food security (Rose, 2007) and a future stream of 

benefits. 

 

The research 

Tanzania and Uganda have been severely affected by the HIV epidemic since the 1980s and an 

estimated 1.5 million people of all ages were living with HIV in each country in 2012 (UNAIDS, 

2013). At the time of the research in 2009, an estimated cumulative total of 1.3 million children 

(aged 0-17 years) in Tanzania had lost one or both parents to AIDS; in Uganda, the figure was 1.2 

million children (UNAIDS, 2010).  This paper analyses the findings of two qualitative studies that 

investigated young people's caring responsibilities in families affected by HIV in Tanzania and 

Uganda.  Almost all of the caregiving young people interviewed can be defined as 'orphans' 

(UNAIDS, 2010), since they had lost one or both parents to AIDS, although this terminology 

glosses over the differing situations of 'double orphans' whose parents have both died, 'single 

orphans' who live with a surviving parent, those live in child- or youth-headed or grandparent-

headed households and so on. Qualitative methodologies are considered particularly appropriate for 

investigating the experiences of marginalised groups and analysing the wider social and institutional 

context of their lives. Although not the primary focus of the studies, inheritance and access to assets 

emerged as significant themes in both studies.   

 

Due to the hidden nature of young people’s care work, purposive sampling techniques were used to 

recruit participants through NGOs supporting HIV-affected families from regions in Tanzania and 

Uganda with high levels of HIV prevalence and orphanhood.  A key criteria for selection of 
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participants was that HIV or AIDS had been recognised either medically or by organisations 

working with family members. This may have resulted in an atypical sample of particularly 

vulnerable families, currently or recently accessing services and support from community-based 

NGOs. The difficulties in gaining access to this group,  in addition to ethical considerations about 

the potential vulnerability of participants, made this approach necessary. In practice, some of the 

caregiving young people, especially those in Uganda, received very little or no support from the 

organisations that identified them for the study. Thus, the sample reflects a diverse range of 

experience in accessing NGO support. 

 

 In the first study
 
in Tanzania (2006-7), semi-structured interviews were conducted with 20 

mothers/female relatives living with HIV and one guardian; 22 young people (aged 11-24) who 

cared for a parent/relative with HIV; and 13 support workers from seven NGOs in four regions: 

Arusha and Kilimanjaro (rural) and Dar es Salaam, Mererani, Manyara region and Moshi, 

Kilimanjaro region (urban). Most women living with HIV interviewed (16 of 20) had been 

widowed or had lost at least one male partner due to AIDS-related illness before antiretroviral 

therapy (ART) became available free of charge in 2005.  

 

In the second study (2008-9), a small purposive sample of orphaned young people who cared for 

their siblings without a co-resident adult was identified through NGOs in rural and urban areas of 

Tanzania (Nshamba, Kagera region, Dar es Salaam and Mbeya) and Uganda (Kampala and Mpigi, 

Mukono, Wakiso and Luwero districts, Central region).  Semi-structured interviews were conducted 

with 13 young people (nine young women, five young men, aged 12 - 23) from eight child-headed 

households and three youth-headed households; one grandmother and one young woman caring for 

her in a skipped generation household; and 15 project workers from five organisations.  All the 
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young people interviewed were 'double' orphans, whom NGO staff confirmed had lost both their 

parents to AIDS in recent years.  Following data analysis, participatory feedback workshops were 

held in the three main research locations of Kampala, Mbeya and Nshamba with 33 young people 

(15 siblings heading households and 18 of their younger siblings) and 39 NGO workers and 

community members.  

 

Interviews and focus groups in Tanzania were conducted in Kiswahili and transcribed and 

translated into English with research assistance. In Uganda, interviews were conducted in English 

with interpretation to/from Luganda provided by NGO workers, although some young people spoke 

English.  Individuals' accounts and research locations have been anonymised to protect participants' 

identities. The interview transcripts were reviewed and an analytic summary was developed 

informed by Bolt and Bird’s (2003) Vulnerability and Capacity Analysis Tool and the Sustainable 

Livelihoods Framework (Chambers and Conway, 1992). Visual data and interviews with NGO 

workers were thematically analysed.  

 

The datasets comprised a diverse range of household structures and access to physical assets. The 

majority of households were located in rural areas (21 of the total of 35 households). In the second 

study,  seven households were located in Uganda and five in Tanzania. Despite commonalities in 

patrilineal inheritance systems in Tanzania and Uganda, the study locations differ to some extent in 

terms of socio-cultural practices, availability of external support and livelihood options in 

rural/urban areas. Young people heading households in Tanzania and Uganda shared common 

experiences which contrasted with the situation of children caring for their mother/relative with 

HIV in Tanzania, although their experiences differed in terms of access to external support. These 

qualitative samples do not aim to be representative, but rather provide insight into the processes and 
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factors that influenced widows' and caregiving young people's vulnerability and resilience to HIV-

related stigma, asset inheritance and chronic poverty in rural and urban communities affected by 

HIV in Tanzania and Uganda.  Following an overview of the conceptual framework developed, I 

analyse women's and young people's experiences across the two datasets and explore in more depth 

some of their critical lifecourse transitions over time.  

 

Conceptual framework 

This paper adopts a lifecourse perspective that explores changing access to assets over time and 

uses a gendered and generational lens to analyse the relationship between HIV-related stigma, asset 

inheritance and chronic poverty. Commentators have critiqued the compartmentalisation of research 

on younger and older people and highlighted the importance of intergenerational and lifecourse 

perspectives (Vanderbeck, 2007; Hopkins and Pain, 2007). A key defining feature of ‘chronic 

poverty’ is its extended duration; people who experience 'significant deprivations for a period of 

five years or more' are more likely to remain poor for much of their lifecourse and 'pass on' their 

poverty to subsequent generations (Hulme and Shepherd, 2003: 405).  Commentators have called 

for greater understanding of the risk and protective factors that mediate poverty outcomes (Boyden 

with Cooper, 2007) and identified a need to analyse key moments of transition in the lifecourse, in 

addition to household and intra-household factors (Bird and Higgins, 2011).   

 

Ownership of physical assets and positive transfers of resources appear to break poverty cycles 

(Cooper, 2012).  As Bird (2011: 3) notes, 'assets (particularly land) are a key determinant of non-

labour income and can enable the diversification of livelihood  options, provide collateral for formal 

sector borrowing, enable investment (including in human capital formation), reduce vulnerability, 

boost resilience and limit the need to adopt adverse coping strategies'.  Seeley (2008: 48) argues 
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that, in the context of the HIV epidemic in Uganda, poverty is not 'transmitted' from one generation 

to the next so much as 'recreated' due to structural factors that constrain opportunities to build assets 

and develop sustainable livelihoods.  Following the sustainable livelihoods framework (Chambers 

and Conway, 1992), assets have been conceptualised as different forms of capital, including 

physical assets and material resources, such as land, livestock and property, and human, financial, 

socio-political and environmental capital.  Inheritance represents a critical mode for the transfer of 

property and other assets between generations (Cooper, 2012).  

 

Studies have demonstrated the significance of people’s social location and the support they are able 

to draw on within an ethnic group, family/clan, marriage, friendship, patron-client relations, 

relations with authorities at various levels of society in gaining access to assets, particularly 

regarding claims to land under customary tenure (Odgaard, 2002; Whitehead and Tsikata, 2003).  

Although 'social capital' is a contested concept (Radcliffe, 2006), in this paper, the term is used to 

refer to social relations, ties and networks that people draw on for support and opportunities for 

participation, which are underpinned by power relations and inequalities of gender, age, ethnicity, 

religion and other axes of social difference. In addition, education is regarded as a key factor in 

building human capital and empowering young people, particularly girls, to understand their rights 

and entitlements as a means of reducing the likelihood that they experience chronic poverty (Harper 

et al., 2003; Kabeer, 2000). Reduced access to education means that children may not receive 

investment in their education and welfare, limiting their human capital and their life-long earning 

capacities.  This often has negative effects on their health and wellbeing over the lifecourse.  

 

Common causes, forms and consequences of HIV-related stigma have been identified across many 

different sociocultural contexts (Ogden and Nyblade, 2005).  Stigma by association may affect 
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caregivers just as much as people living with HIV themselves (Evans and Becker, 2009).  Orphaned 

children and elderly relatives living in youth-headed and skipped generation households, where 

parents have died of AIDS-related illness, may experience exploitation and asset loss due to stigma 

by association (Thurman et al., 2008). Although Goffman’s [1963] classic work on stigma has been 

very influential, Parker and Aggleton (2007: 450) argue that stigmatisation and discrimination need 

to be understood not just as affecting individuals, but rather as ‘social processes inherently linked to 

the production and reproduction of structural inequalities’.   

 

Despite the negative impacts of HIV-related stigma and chronic poverty, men, women and children 

are social actors who constantly adapt to their circumstances, manage vulnerabilities and often 

diversify their livelihood strategies in order to break the cycle of poverty in both rural and urban 

environments (Seeley, 2008). The concept of resilience emphasises people’s strengths in coping 

with adversity and their agency in engaging with protective factors that may help to reduce their 

vulnerability (Rutter, 1990; Schoon, 2006). Protective factors are however likely to be context-

specific and to vary cross-culturally (Schoon, 2006; Ungar, 2004).   

 

Based on analysis of the two datasets and the literature, this paper  develops a conceptual 

framework of resilience and vulnerability, alongside analysis of gender and generational relations, 

to show how a dynamic combination of interrelated factors and processes influence the 

vulnerability and resilience of widows and caregiving young people to HIV-related stigma, 

discriminatory inheritance practices and chronic poverty at the individual, household and 

community levels (see Figure 1). Protective factors that help to safeguard inheritance and prevent 

chronic poverty are identified on the upper half of the framework, while risk factors that lead to 

disinheritance, asset loss and chronic poverty are identified on the lower half of the framework. The 
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different dimensions of the framework are not intended to imply causal relationships between 

different types of capital, but rather, as the arrows indicate, these elements may combine, 

accumulate and lead to positive or negative outcomes.  

 

The literature on risk and resilience (Rutter, 1990; Schoon, 2006; Boyden with Cooper, 2007), 

combined with the empirical findings from the two datasets, suggest that it is the accumulation of 

risk factors that may ultimately lead to disinheritance, loss of access to assets and chronic poverty, 

or alternatively, the accumulation of protective factors that may lead to asset inheritance and 

resilience to chronic poverty. The examples given under each heading do not represent an 

exhaustive list, but summarise the research findings discussed in this article.  The following sections 

analyse how these different risk and protective factors are negotiated at critical moments in the lives 

of widows and caregiving young people.   

 

INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE 

 

Changing care and inheritance practices within families and communities affected by 

advanced HIV epidemics in eastern Africa 

Many NGO workers in Tanzania and Uganda thought that conventional patterns of care and 

inheritance practices had changed significantly in recent years due to the long-term impacts of HIV 

on families and communities. Traditionally, within patrilineal societies, orphaned children would be 

divided between different paternal relatives following their father's death (Omari and Mbilinyi, 

1997).  Paternal relatives appeared increasingly unable or unwilling to fulfil these kinship 

responsibilities, owing to poverty and to the scale of orphanhood in Tanzania and Uganda. This 

resulted in maternal relatives, particularly grandmothers, playing an important role in supporting 
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widows and orphaned children, as other research in eastern Africa has found (Nyambedha et al., 

2003; Oleke et al., 2005; de Klerk, 2011). Indeed, evidence from 21 African countries, including 

those with high and low HIV prevalence, suggests that there has been a shift towards grandparents 

taking an increased childcare responsibility in recent years, especially where orphan rates are 

growing rapidly (Beegle et al., 2010). Research suggests these changing patterns of care in the 

context of the HIV epidemic in eastern Africa have also led to an increase in young people's care 

work for younger siblings, parents (especially mothers) living with HIV, older grandparents and 

other relatives and neighbours with care needs (Skovdal, 2011; Evans and Becker, 2009; Evans, 

2011).  

 

Project workers in Uganda explained that most people did not usually make a written will but rather 

bequeathed their property verbally to family members. As Wood et al. (2006) note, preparing for 

death goes against the cultural norms of many African societies, and writing a will is often 

considered to risk bringing misfortune and premature death. However, verbal wills may cause 

difficulties for widows and orphaned children, as family members and neighbours who claim they 

have been told different information about the inheritance could exploit their vulnerable position. 

NGO staff commented that few relatives or local leaders  supported the bereaved family with 

planning for the future care of the children as they used to. Family elders were not as respected as in 

the past, and this is linked to conflicting worldviews between the generations and the changing 

value accorded to children's education over time (Stambach, 2000; Kabeer, 2000). Project workers 

in Uganda suggested that relatives were increasingly motivated to look after orphaned children only 

if this enabled them to gain access to inherited assets or NGO assistance. 

 

Vulnerabilities of widow-headed households 
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Most of the women with HIV interviewed in Tanzania occupied a vulnerable socio-economic 

position due to stigmatisation and gender discrimination in inheritance practices. Customary norms 

that restrict widows' inheritance of their deceased husband's assets and the fact that assets had often 

been sold as the household economy declined during parents’ chronic illness meant that women 

owned few, if any physical assets. Over half (7 of 13) of the one-parent-households of mothers with 

HIV and their children and two extended-family-households lived in poor quality rented housing, 

predominantly in urban areas.  Many mothers had lived in rented accommodation with their 

children before their husband/ partner’s death or were separated from their partner and had moved 

several times between rented rooms as they became ill and struggled to pay the rent. They 

experienced a high level of insecurity and feared eviction, due to a lack of regular income. They 

were concerned about how their children would cope without them in the future and wished that 

they could leave a house for them to inherit.  

 

The chronic poverty that mothers and their children faced in Tanzania was often linked to HIV-

related stigma, manifested in harassment and verbal abuse from landlords, abandonment by their 

husband/male partner, relatives’ refusal to provide care or support for the family and property 

grabbing and disinheritance.  Women tend to be both more heavily stigmatised than men because of 

the association of HIV with judgements about sexual morality, as well as being blamed more often 

for ‘bringing’ HIV into a family or marriage (Ogden and Nyblade, 2005).  Four households headed 

by widows were stripped of their property and other assets by the extended family following their 

husband’s death. This loss of assets was linked to HIV-related stigma and the exploitation of 

customary law inheritance practices that discriminate against widows and children.  In all four 

cases, the late husband’s relatives had appropriated the property, financial assets and belongings, as 

the assets were regarded as belonging to his clan. Physical and financial assets taken from women 
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included their home, agricultural land, the husband’s pension, business equipment and building 

materials.  

 

Ester who lived with her sons (aged 12 and 16) in rented accommodation in Moshi town, Tanzania, 

explained how her husband’s relatives sold his land, confiscated his business assets and their shared 

belongings and withdrew his pension, leaving her in a very vulnerable position, struggling to 

provide for her children:  

 

When he died we were living in a rented house.  Before he died, he was running a 

hairdresser’s salon of his own, after he died his relatives tried to run it but they couldn’t pay 

the rent and electricity bills.  It closed down.  They then took all the shaving equipment, 

three rotating chairs and two radios.  They took away the TV and a fan from our house, and 

they sold the farm.  I was left with nothing.  Then they started drawing his pension money, 

by the time I realized most of it was gone.  I was left with very little. No one is helping me 

and worst of all I have to look after all the children on my own.  Then I also became poorly 

and I can’t manage to look after the children now, we barely survive. 

 

Such a loss of assets was detrimental to widows' and their children’s immediate and long-term 

health and security, and often led to chronic poverty.  

 

Several women in Tanzania decided to move back to their natal families in rural areas in order to 

reduce the poverty they experienced and gain access to material and care resources through 

extended family support. Such a move could be heavily stigmatised. Happy (aged 12) who cared for 

her mother commented on the way that the community blamed the family for bringing AIDS with 
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them from town: “They say, ‘Why did you bring us this problem?’ [..] I say, ‘Don’t talk like that 

because I don’t know who brought it’”. This illustrates how women living with HIV and their 

children are constructed as ‘vectors’ of the disease (Muyinda et al., 1997) and are stigmatised due to 

notions of contamination, blame and shame.  This supports de Klerk's (2011, p110) finding that 

despite having witnessed the impacts of an advanced HIV epidemic, older men and women in rural 

Kagera region of Tanzania saw AIDS as a "disease of sexuality, something that belongs to ‘those 

who go in those ways’". 

 

Vulnerabilities of child- and youth-headed households  

Many young people heading households in Uganda experienced a higher level of poverty than the 

young people interviewed in Tanzania due to limited access to educational and material support 

from NGOs or other external sources. In Uganda, many were unable to continue with primary or 

secondary schooling due to poverty and the need to provide for their siblings. While the caregiving 

responsibilities of some young people heading households in Tanzania had resulted in poor 

educational outcomes, most received educational support from NGOs at the time of the interview. 

This difference is also related to the sampling strategy, whereby I was working with NGOs which 

had a higher level of resources allocated to work with orphans and vulnerable children in Tanzania 

compared to those working in Uganda, and the most vulnerable child- and youth-headed households 

were prioritised for support and identified to participate in the research. In Tanzania, however, a 

minority (estimated 4 to 6 percent) of orphans and vulnerable children receive external support 

(MHSW, 2006); in Uganda, the figure is just under 11 percent (UBOS and Macro International Inc., 

2006). This is consistent with the overall estimate that only a minority (10 percent) of orphaned and 

vulnerable children who are in need of support are able to access external support in Sub-Saharan 

African countries (UNICEF, 2006). 
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Almost all of the child- and youth-headed households in the study had inherited or had usufruct 

rights to their late parents’ home and land which they could cultivate for food production. Three 

young people saw their transition to caring for their siblings as a shared decision to stay together 

and safeguard their inherited land and property. Their decisions were underpinned by a fear of 

relatives and/or neighbours appropriating their land if they moved away to live with relatives and 

concerns about fitting into new routines and being mistreated within foster households.  Rickson 

(aged 19) who cared for his three younger siblings in a village in Kagera region was worried about 

losing their property and was advised by a neighbour to stay and protect their assets. Rickson was 

also concerned about how they would be treated in a relative's home, highlighting his sister's sexual 

vulnerability: 

 

We have a farm, although we will not be able to meet all our needs, but it is better we live 

here alone than going to stay with someone else because if we go to stay with someone we 

might suffer more. My sister could even get raped; you know staying with others is not the 

same as staying by yourselves. So I had to decide to look after them. [...] I was convinced we 

should stay there. I said that I can’t leave, I will stay there, to guard our things, our assets, 

because if I leave, things will be destroyed. So, after three weeks, my aunt left and we were 

left alone. We stayed there until now.  

 

Such fears about property grabbing, sexual violence  and harassment were not unfounded. A third 

of the sibling-headed households (4 of the 12) had experienced a loss of some assets due to 

appropriation by relatives. Following their parents' death, some family members (particularly 

paternal aunts and uncles) exploited unequal adult-child power relations, denied caregiving 
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children’s rights to inherited land and financial assets and ostracised them.  Two young people 

caring for their younger siblings in Uganda had inherited property adjacent to their home which was 

rented to tenants.  However, their weak socio-economic bargaining position as young people living 

alone without a co-resident adult made it difficult for them to secure the rental income from tenants 

or to retain the income for their own use to support themselves. Such experiences of rental income 

being appropriated by relatives and neighbours in urban areas has also been identified in research 

with child-headed households in Rwanda (Rose, 2007).   

 

Although young people heading households did not appear to experience such intense stigma by 

association as young people caring for relatives with HIV, many had direct experiences of hurtful 

gossip and harassment from neighbours and community members. This was linked to their status as 

orphans living in their own home without adult supervision, to the poverty they experienced and 

assumptions that their parents had died of AIDS.  In some instances in Tanzania, community 

members resented the fact that caregiving siblings were able to access NGO support and continue 

their education, confirming previous research findings (Thurman et al. 2008).  

 

Intersecting gendered and generational vulnerabilities 

 

Some HIV-affected households appeared to be particularly vulnerable to chronic poverty, due to the 

intersection of unequal gender and generational relations. Due to patrilocal marriage practices, 

households headed by young women were regarded by participants in Tanzania and Uganda as 

being more vulnerable to property grabbing than households headed by young men, who had a 

greater claim to the inheritance as the sons and heirs.  In addition, young women heading 

households and living alone with their siblings experienced physical insecurity and were 
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particularly vulnerable to rape, sexual harassment and exploitation. This led to unwanted 

pregnancies and the risk of exposure to HIV and other sexually transmitted infections. Three young 

women heading households interviewed in Tanzania and Uganda had become mothers since they 

started caring for their siblings, which led to an increase in their care work and further 

stigmatisation, as young unmarried mothers. As Ringsted (2008) observes, young women who have 

children outside of marriage are not necessarily regarded as respected mothers and accorded adult 

status. In the young women's experiences, the biological fathers did not recognise their paternity or 

consider the children to be affiliated to their family, and hence they did not provide maintenance for 

their children. Young women heading households who became pregnant could thus be particularly 

vulnerable to becoming trapped in a cycle of poverty that also affected their children.   

 

Gendered and generational inequalities intersect at critical moments in the lifecourse and constrain 

the capacities of older and young women to safeguard access to physical assets and escape chronic 

poverty, as the following example shows. Diana lived with her grandmother and five younger 

siblings and cousins (aged 8-14) in their house in a village in the Central region of Uganda at the 

time of the interview. The grandmother had three children, two of whom died in the conflict in 

northern Uganda. Her last son was in the army and used to send her remittances, which she used to 

pay workers to cultivate their land, until he died from AIDS-related illness two years previously. 

Diana studied until the fourth year of secondary school, but had not obtained her school leaving 

certificate because the family lacked the funds for her to complete her studies following her uncle’s 

death. She worked on the farm with her younger siblings, cultivating cassava, maize, beans, 

bananas and sweet potatoes for food consumption and her brother milked the cow. Their only 

income (around 1,000 Ush
1 
a day) came from the sale of milk. Diana cared for her younger siblings 

                                                             
1 1US $ was roughly equivalent to 1660 Ugandan Shillings at the time of the interviews in 2008. 
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and her grandmother, who had TB, ulcers, high blood pressure and limited mobility. Diana reported 

that she had few friends, as she needed to stay close to her grandmother to care for her. Diana 

struggled to pay for the children’s school uniforms and shoes, their house was in poor condition and 

the children frequently became ill, especially in the rainy season. She felt bad about the way that 

people stigmatised and laughed at them because they were orphans and had nothing to live on.  

 

Samuels and Wells (2009) note that not all skipped generation households are equally vulnerable. 

They identify the health status of older carers, their age as well as the number of children in their 

care as key factors which impact on their livelihood chances and the household’s capacity to 

survive. In the case of Diana and her grandmother, access to land was crucial in ensuring food 

security and the survival of the household.  Following the death of her son and the loss of the 

grandmother's land title deeds in a storm, the son of the original landowner later refused to 

recognise her claim to the land and sold most of the plot of land which the family depended on for 

food security. Limited human capital, due to the absence of an economically active ‘middle 

generation’, the young age of the children and the frailty of the grandmother, made the under-

utilisation of  the land likely and increased the risk of losing access to the remaining land.  

 

By the workshop stage of the research in 2009, project workers reported that Diana had become 

pregnant as a result of rape and had given birth and the grandmother had died, so Diana looked after 

her baby and siblings alone. This reveals the heightened risks of sexual violence and physical 

insecurity that caregiving young women may be exposed to when heading households alone.  Aside 

from the significant impacts these traumatic experiences are likely to have had on her emotional 

wellbeing, Diana’s gender, age and low social status as a young unmarried mother heading the 
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household increased the risk that their precarious usufruct rights to the land could be lost or 

exploited. Stigma, harassment and marginalisation in the community weakened Diana's social 

capital and ability to secure support from community leaders, relatives, neighbours and peers to 

advocate for their land rights. The limited human capital, in terms of the household labour available 

to cultivate the land, the siblings' constraints in accessing education and the large number of young 

dependent children, including a baby, heightened the vulnerability of the household to food 

insecurity and chronic poverty.  

 

Resilience and protective factors  

Half of the young people heading households who had inherited land and property demonstrated 

considerable resilience in sustaining their households independently, drawing on a range of material 

and emotional resources, human and social capital and external support (Evans, 2012). Despite 

negative experiences of stigmatisation and harassment, many young people developed strong social 

ties with their peers, extended family members, neighbours, community and faith leaders and 

NGOs, whom they relied on for material and emotional support and protection. Many young people 

heading households in Tanzania received educational support and some also received regular cash 

transfers from NGOs at the time of the interview. Community leaders and support workers 

sometimes played important roles in advocating for caregiving young people's inheritance rights in 

the study communities, although none of the young people reported direct experiences of this. 

 

Almost a third of women living with HIV (7 of the 23 households) interviewed in Tanzania had 

usufruct rights to their husband’s or other male relative’s property until their children reached the 

age of majority. Many of these households were characterised by chronic poverty and had very 

limited control of physical assets. However, a small number of widows had managed to safeguard 
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their inheritance and/or accumulate assets such as land, livestock and other resources which helped 

to prevent chronic poverty.  

 

The following example reveals how inheritance practices may challenge conventional gender 

norms, which, in addition to aspects of human and social capital, helps to build widows' and 

caregiving young people's resilience to chronic poverty. Husna used to live with her husband, who 

was an engineer and four daughters in Mwanza, Tanzania. Following his death, Husna and her 

daughters moved to live with her father-in-law in a village in Kilimanjaro region, where she worked 

on his coffee and banana farm (he controlled the income from the sale of coffee and bananas) and 

cultivated maize for household consumption and for sale (which provided an income for Husna and 

her daughters) on a cleared plot in the bush. Her father-in-law had agreed that Husna and her 

daughters should inherit the farm when he died. Husna was concerned that her daughters might lose 

the land bequeathed to them in future. She felt strongly that education was important in building her 

daughters’ capacity to defend their inheritance rights:  

 

So in case things change in the future – that is why education for my female children is 

good, it will be better if they will have enough education so that in case something happens 

to violate their rights they will be able to defend themselves. They will be able to say that 

this is ours, but without education you may be able to say such things but nobody will 

understand you. If they went to school and understood better they will be able to stand up 

for their rights.   

 

This reflects Kabeer’s (2000: 474) argument that education is not seen so much as a right in itself, 

but as 'a guarantor of rights, a precondition for the realization of other rights'. Education may help 



24 

©Ruth Evans 13/10/14. Please cite as: Evans R. (in press) HIV-related stigma, inheritance  and chronic poverty: the 

vulnerability and resilience of widows and caregiving children and youth in Tanzania and Uganda, Progress in 

Development Studies.  

 
 

to build young women’s sense of empowerment and capabilities to resist violations of their 

inheritance rights, in addition to according them more authority and social status in the community.  

 

This and other examples of Chagga families in Tanzania suggest that widows’ social capital, in 

terms of the supportive relations they may develop with their father-in-law and other male relatives, 

helped to safeguard inheritance and prevent poverty being passed on to the next generation. Older 

widows were able to build their social capital through working on their father-in-law’s/husband's 

land in the village over many years, which was respected within the community. Research from 

several Sub-Saharan African countries suggests that younger widows are more vulnerable in terms 

of land tenure security than older widows because they have had less time to build relationships 

with their husband’s family (Aliber and Walker, 2006; Cooper, 2012; Peterman, 2012). Widows' 

social capital and preventative measures to safeguard inheritance, such as writing a will, in addition 

to the absence of surviving male relatives who might pose a threat to their inheritance, all appear to 

help to safeguard women's and children's asset inheritance.  

 

It is also noteworthy that the husband's families in these examples belong to the Chagga ethnic 

group, who have a long history of embracing education, since missionaries first settled on the slopes 

of Mount Kilimanjaro. Although sons usually inherit banana groves from their fathers, Stambach 

(2000) argues that perceptions of women's strength and their social status was often related to the 

many long days they worked in the grove.  The inheritance of education was increasingly regarded 

in the same way as the inheritance of the banana grove, that is, that it connected people to their 

ancestors and was something which could not be taken away from them (ibid). Women and men 

thus appeared to be particularly aware of, and receptive to, efforts to promote women's education, 

empowerment and land inheritance in this locality.   
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Conclusion 

This paper has demonstrated the relevance of a vulnerability and resilience framework, combined 

with analysis of gender and generational relations, in conceptualising the links between HIV-related 

stigma, asset inheritance and chronic poverty in communities affected by advanced HIV epidemics 

in Uganda and Tanzania (see Figure 1).  Widows and caregiving young people in Tanzania who 

received regular financial and/or material support from NGOs emphasised the difference this made 

to their lives, reducing the pressure on them to earn a livelihood and enabling young people to 

continue their education and/or pursue vocational training. Young people who lacked such external 

support in Uganda, in contrast, appeared more likely to drop out of school at a young age, to work 

long hours to earn enough money to support themselves and their siblings and to experience chronic 

poverty.   

 

Despite access to ART in recent years, HIV-related stigma continued to have negative impacts on 

the lives of widows and caregiving young people in Tanzania and Uganda at the time of the 

research. Stigma was based on multiple processes of ‘othering’ that reproduced difference and 

women's and young people's low social status within patriarchal lineage systems.  Such processes 

made it difficult for women and young people to build social capital to help safeguard access to 

land and other assets and to make the necessary investments in the younger generation, in terms of 

care and education. These vulnerable households often had weak social ties and held insecure 

usufruct rights to land that could be exploited by relatives and neighbours. The loss of access to 

land in rural areas could lead to hunger and food insecurity, poor health and nutritional status, loss 

of livelihood and a future stream of benefits. Assumptions that the death of a husband or parents 

was due to AIDS-related illness mean that surviving widows and orphaned youth are more likely to 
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be marked out as living with HIV than other groups and to continue to be stigmatised in the era of 

ART (Roura et al, 2009).    

 

Widows and caregiving children and youth affected by the HIV epidemic may be able to  escape 

chronic poverty through efforts to tackle structural inequalities, provide material support and build 

their capabilities and skills, which may lead to greater empowerment, participation in decision-

making processes and control over their lives. The fact that a minority of the widows and caregiving 

youth in the sample had experienced property grabbing and disinheritance supports Aliber and 

Walker's (2006) findings that asset loss may not be as generalised in rural areas in Eastern Africa as 

some studies have claimed.  The research calls for efforts to tackle gendered, age-related and 

generational inequalities in access to, and control of, assets and resources at key transition points in 

individuals' lifecourse, within a more supportive institutional environment. Efforts to prevent 

disinheritance in Tanzania and Uganda and other countries affected by the long-wave impacts of the 

HIV epidemic could usefully focus on legal support to challenge cases of disinheritance and asset 

loss, such as the promotion of will writing (Mendenhall et al., 2007) , providing written evidence of 

property ownership and land titles, legal aid and advocacy (Cooper, 2010; 2012); rights-based 

social protection measures targeted towards the most vulnerable households (Richter, 2010), 

including caregiving children and youth, widow- and grandparent-headed households experiencing 

chronic poverty; advocacy and education about women's and children's inheritance rights at local 

and national levels; and opportunities for participation, peer support and collective mobilisation 

(Madoerin, 2008; Skovdal and Daniel, 2012).  Such approaches appear to have considerable 

potential to tackle stigma and institutional and socio-cultural inequalities and build the capacities of 

widows and caregiving young people to safeguard their inheritance, to enhance their assets and to 

develop sustainable livelihoods that are resilient to chronic poverty over time.   
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Endnote 

1. Some of the arguments developed in this article are based on work originally commissioned by 

the Chronic Poverty Research Centre (CPRC) which is funded by UKaid from the UK 

Department for International Development (DFID) for the benefit of developing countries. The 

views expressed are not necessarily those of DFID. The CPRC gratefully acknowledges DFID's 

support. 
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