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ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Invisible in Plain Sight? Grandfathers Caring for
Orphaned Grandchildren in Rural Malawi
Mayeso Chinseu Lazaro a, Liz Walker b and Elsbeth Robson b

aUniversity of Malawi; bUniversity of Hull, United Kingdom

ABSTRACT
Millions of orphans, created by parental deaths due to the HIV/AIDS
pandemic in sub-Saharan Africa, live with, and are cared for, by
grandparents. Little research has considered how grandparents and,
in particular, grandfathers, are caring for orphans. Here, we employ
the analytical concept of generative grandfathering to analyse rural
grandfathers’ roles in orphan care within communities of Zomba
District, Southern Malawi. Using an ethnographic approach to
investigate orphan care, we engaged children, young people and
adults in multiple qualitative research activities, including interviews,
focus group discussions, stakeholder and dissemination meetings.
The findings suggest that although grandfathers’ contributions to
orphan care are on the periphery of research and policy concerned
with grandparenting in Malawi and other regions of sub-Saharan
Africa, grandfathers are incontrovertibly at the epicentre of their
orphaned grandchildren’s everyday lives. Grandfathers are providers
for their orphaned grandchildren, they support their formal
education, and are integral to the intergenerational transmission of
both knowledge and values. However, despite performing myriad
caring roles in plain sight of their communities, grandfathers remain
largely invisible due to gendered (mis)conceptions of care. This
highlights the dilemma of grandfathers as ageing men who find
themselves in roles not traditionally associated with hegemonic
notions of masculinity in their communities.
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Introduction: Research with and about grandfathers

Many older people in sub-Saharan Africa care for their orphaned grandchildren as a conse-
quence of premature adult deaths due to the HIV/AIDS pandemic and often live in
skipped-generation households (Block 2014; Schatz, Gilbert &McDonald 2013). Yet, research
on grandparenting in this region remains limited (Apt 2012; Oduaran 2014). Notably, despite
grandfathers beingpart of the grandparent dyad, researchwith and/or aboutgrandfathers in
sub-Saharan Africa is particularly limited due to the dominantmatrifocal lens throughwhich
this dyad is generally understood (Ardington, Case, Lam, Leibbrandt, Menendez & Olgiati
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2010; Littrell, Murphy, Kumwenda & Macintyre 2012), a phenomenon also observed in the
Global North (Mann, Tarrant & Leeson 2016; Tarrant 2013).

The few studies exploring the role of grandfathers’ caregiving in families of sub-Saharan
Africa, focus on older people more broadly, rather than specifically on grandfathers as a unit
of analysis (for example, De Klerk 2011; Kachale 2015). This is because, in much of sub-
Saharan Africa, caring work is feminised, being associated with feminine roles and responsibil-
ities (for example, fetchingwater, cooking, bathing children), which are, inmany elderly-headed
households, undertaken predominantly by grandmothers (Ardington et al. 2010; Dolbin-
Macnab, Jarrott, Moore, O’Hora, Vrugt & Erasmus 2016). AIDS is sometimes referred to as the
‘grandmothers’ disease’ (Shaibu 2013) or ‘grandmothers’ burden’ (Cheney 2017) because,
although it is mainly younger adults who become ill and die of HIV/AIDS, it is widely perceived
that it is grandmothers who have the burden of care for their sick and dying adult children and
subsequently the responsibility of raising their orphaned grandchildren.

Our research with grandfathers and orphans in rural Malawi challenges these orthodox
conceptions of grandparenting, demonstrating that grandfathers are actually at the
epicentre of their orphaned grandchildren’s daily lives. We argue, therefore, that hegemo-
nic matrifocal conceptions of grandparenting provide only partial understandings of the
realities of grandparenting in sub-Saharan Africa.

Moreover, a small body of grandparenting scholarship from the Global North indicates
that grandfathers’ contributions in family care may be underestimated (Mann & Leeson
2010; Tarrant 2013). Thus, while ‘early scholarship on grandfathers often characterized
these men as largely disengaged from research on grandparenting, forgotten in the
family system, and concerned primarily with instrumental family matters or play’ (Bates
& Goodsell 2013, 44), recent scholarship in men’s studies has found grandfathers to be
‘involved in all seven grandfathering work domains: lineage work, mentoring work, spiri-
tual work, recreation work, family identity work, investment work, and character work’
(Mann & Leeson 2010, 238). Furthermore, Robin Mann and George Leeson (2010, 238)
assert that a ‘new grandfatherhood’ seems to be emerging from investigating grand-
fathers’ roles and relationships with their grandchildren and there is evidence indicating
a departure from more traditional and gendered grandfather roles (described above) to
new ones as, for instance, nurturers and mentors (Bates & Goodsell 2013; Harper 2005).

Our article responds to this identified research need by: 1) investigating the gendered
roles of grandfathers and their place as caregivers for orphans in contemporary families in
Malawi, thus extending our conceptual understanding of grandparenting of orphans in
sub-Saharan Africa beyond a conventional focus on grandmothers; and 2) demonstrating
that grandfathers in rural Malawi are engaged in varied generative grandfathering work
that shapes their gendered identity and experiences of grandfathering. We use the
concept of generative grandfathering as an analytical framework for analysing the role
and place of grandfathers in orphan care.

Generative grandfathering

The concept of generative grandfathering derives from European and North American
contexts. Generative grandfathering identifies three aspects of grandfathers’ roles and
identity, namely biological time (that is, grandfathers are often associated with old age,
images of frailty and vulnerability, as well as having grandchildren), historical time or
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generational cohort (that is, grandfathers are identified and viewed as individuals born in a
different generation, hence having different worldviews to that of other generations such
as their grandchildren), and genealogical relation of kinship (that is, grandfathers are ident-
ified through relatedness within kinship more generally, and their relationship with
grandchildren more specifically) (Bates, Taylor & Stanfield 2018; Thiele & Whelan 2006).

The notion of generative grandfathering is founded on the premise that grandfathers are
relational beings and recognise opportunities to teach, care for, and nurture their offspring
and other kin (Bates & Goodsell 2013; Tarrant 2012). Thus, engaged and involved grand-
fathers actively and willingly expend physical and emotional energy, time, and material
resources to care for, serve, andmeet the developmental needs and interests of their grand-
children, in addition to building and maintaining amicable intergenerational relationships
that are relationally, physically, morally, emotionally, psychologically and intellectually ben-
eficial to both generations and other kin (Thiele & Whelan 2005; Bates 2009).

Our study applies the concept of generative grandfathering to the Malawian and sub-
Saharan African context more broadly. We argue that the roles and identity of grand-
fathers who participated in the study reported in this article reflect both the overall
notion and the specific aspects of generative grandfathering outlined above.

Context: AIDS and acute poverty

The study was conducted in communities affected by the AIDS pandemic and acute econ-
omic deprivation. Malawi is among the ten countries that account for 81 per cent of all
people living with HIV in sub-Saharan Africa (UNAIDS 2014). Consequently, Malawi accounts
for 4.3 per cent of people livingwith HIV, 2.8 per cent of people newly infectedwith HIV, and
6.6per centofAIDS-relateddeaths in sub-SaharanAfrica, thus representing3per cent, 1.9 per
cent, and4.8 per cent of the global totals, respectively (Government ofMalawi, 2015; UNAIDS
2017). At the time of the study, the country’s HIV prevalence rate of adults 15 to 49 years was
8.8 per cent, but, in southernMalawi where the studywas conducted, HIV prevalence at 12.8
per cent was more than double that of the other regions (NSO & ICF International 2017).

The many AIDS-related deaths among parents in Malawi, particularly from the early 1990s
to 2010, led to increased numbers of orphans in the country (Government of Malawi 2014a;
NSO & ICF International 2017), thus resulting in large numbers of orphans to be cared for.
Although the AIDS pandemic has slowed down (UNAIDS 2017), the number of orphans
due to AIDS remains high in Malawi and other countries in sub-Saharan Africa.

Many Malawians, particularly those in rural communities, also face acute economic
deprivation, with 51 per cent categorised as poor (that is, living at or below the national
poverty line) and 25 per cent being ultra-poor (NSO 2014). Zomba District, where the
study took place, is the third poorest district in Malawi, with a poverty rate of
70 per cent (NSO 2014). The impact of the AIDS pandemic and high levels of poverty
present particular challenges for carers, particularly older people such as grandfathers,
in providing adequate support for vulnerable children such as orphans.

Methodology

The material presented in this article draws on nine months of ethnographic fieldwork,
conducted in Zomba District in rural southern Malawi in 2016. Adoption of an
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ethnographic approach facilitated detailed exploration of individual and collective knowl-
edges about grandfathers’ caregiving of orphaned grandchildren, capturing localised
social and cultural views and experiences.

The study used varied qualitative methods to obtain a range of participants’ views and
to triangulate the data, including in-depth, key-informant, photo- and drawing-elicited
interviews where the images are used to prompt discussion, focus group discussions
(FGDs), stakeholder and dissemination meetings with children, young people, and
adults complemented by author fieldnotes.

Sample

Purposive and snowball sampling was used to recruit a total of 142 research participants
(80 men; 62 women) from 12 predominantly matrilineal villages within Traditional Auth-
ority Kuntumanji in Zomba District. The participants included children and young people
(N = 59), grandfathers (N = 15), grandmothers (N = 6), adult community members (N = 43),
local leaders (N = 5), and professionals working in the participating communities, includ-
ing teachers, health surveillance assistants, and NGO staff (N = 14). The sample size and
data collection methods are summarised in Table 1.1

Demographic characteristics of grandfathers

Of the 15 grandfathers in the study, 10 were living in single-headed grandparent house-
holds, and most were raising double-orphans (see Table 2), that is, both parents deceased.
While many of them had low levels of education and poor economic status, albeit in the
broader context of prevalent rural poverty within an agrarian setting dominated by sub-
sistence agriculture, the grandfathers were raising an average of four orphaned grandchil-
dren (with some grandfathers raising up to eight children).

Data management and analysis

All audio recordings from the interviews, FGDs, stakeholder and dissemination meetings
were transcribed verbatim and imported into NVivo software for thematic analysis (Clarke,
Braun & Hayfield 2015; Terry, Hayfield, Clarke & Braun 2017). This entailed systematically
examining the data to identify and code organizing themes (Braun & Clarke 2006; Bryman
2015) relevant to grandfathering. The data analysis was inductive (data-driven), involving
generating codes, themes, associations and explanations after directly examining the data
(Creswell 2007; Nowell, Norris, White & Moules 2017). This entailed reflecting on the
research questions and purpose of the study, listening to the audio recordings several
times to evoke recollections of encounters with participants, as well as immersion and
re-immersion in the data, to inform the analysis (Revsbæk & Tanggaard 2015). Analysis
involved moving back-and-forth from data (for example, fieldnotes, observations, tran-
scripts) to field experiences (Denzin & Lincoln 2018; Peräkylä & Ruusuvuori 2018). All
three authors were involved in reviewing samples of the transcripts to achieve a robust
approach to data analysis. Overall, these systematic steps facilitated rigorous qualitative
data analysis.
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The epicentredness of grandfathers in orphaned grandchildren’s lives

Discussions with children, young people, and adults who participated in this study yielded
several themes indicative of generative grandfathering. Grandfathers in rural southern
Malawi emerge among the key network of carers for orphans that also includes surviving
parents, grandmothers, uncles, aunts, and elder siblings. Importantly, grandfathers are at
the epicentre of their orphaned grandchildren’s everyday lives and are, in some circum-
stances, the only adult carer. Grandfathers’ roles in orphan care can be captured under
three themes, namely: 1) securing livelihoods for their orphaned grandchildren; 2) support-
ing their orphaned grandchildren’s formal education; and 3) intergenerational transmission
of moral, cultural, and religious values including heteronormative sexual education.

Securing basic needs

Material needs
The study revealed grandfathers as central to securing livelihoods for their households.
Physically active grandfathers procure essential resources, providing for the daily needs
(primarily food, clothing, housing) of their household members, including their orphaned
grandchildren living with them:

When I cultivate and harvest crops, I support them [grandchildren]. I sell a bag of rice and buy
them clothes, soap (Praise, 74 years, grandfather, in-depth interview).

Table 1. Sample size and data collection methods

Methods Participants
Number of
participants

Gender
distribution

Average
age (years)

Age
range
(years)

Drawing-elicited interviews Preschool children 15 8 boys;
7 girls

4.4 3-5

Focus group discussions,
photo-elicited interviews,
drawing-elicited
interviews

Preteens 8 2 boys;
6 girls

8.9 6-12

Focus group discussions,
stakeholder meeting,
dissemination meeting

Teens 36 19 boys;
17 girls

14.4 13-17

In-depth interviews;
stakeholder meeting,
dissemination meeting

Grandfathers 15 15 men 76.0 54-92

In-depth interviews Grandmothers 6 6 women 69.2 54-78
Focus group discussions,
stakeholder meeting,
dissemination meeting

Community members 36 17 men;
19 women

43.0 19-75

Key-informant interviews,
stakeholder meeting,
dissemination meeting

Representatives of community
structures

3 2 men;
2 women

- 32-69

Key-informant interviews Representatives of religious
groups

4 4 men - 29-74

Key-informant interviews;
stakeholder meeting,
dissemination meeting

Professionals: 9 teachers, 2
health workers, 2 staff from
NGOs, and 1 child protection
officer

14 8 men;
6 women

34.0 21-46

Key-informant interviews;
stakeholder meeting,
dissemination meeting

Chiefs (local leaders) from 5
villages

5 4 men;
1 woman

44.4 32-65

AFRICAN STUDIES 5



Table 2. Key demographics for grandfathers and their households

Pseudonym Age Marital Status
Formal Education

Level Household Type
Number of orphans in

household
Orphaned Grandchildren– Age (years) and

Gender (M =male; F = female)
Category of
orphanhood

David 80 Separated Primary School Single-headed 2 13(F), 15 (F) Maternal orphans*
Lungisa 71 Married Primary School Single-headed** 6 2(M), 4(M), 6(F), 8(M), 10(M), 17(M) Double orphans
Nthanda 63 Widowed Primary School Single-headed 4 4(F), 6(F), 8(M), 15(M) Double orphans
Akonda 92 Widowed None Single-headed 5 4(F), 7(F), 9(F), 11(M), 12(M) Paternal orphans
Praise 74 Widowed Secondary School Single-headed 2 7(F), 13 (M) Double orphans
Faith 81 Widowed None Single-headed 1 14(M) Double orphans
Otulo 86 Widowed None Single-headed 5 11(M), 14(F), 15(M), 16(F), 17(M) Double orphans
Rudolf 83 Divorced Primary School Single-headed 4 9(F); 11(F); 14(M); 16(M) Double orphans
Zolani 72 Widowed Primary School Single-headed 5 6(M); 7(F); 7(F); 12(F); 15(M) Double orphans
Chikondi 72 Widowed Primary School Single-headed 5 6(M), 12(F); 13(M), 15(M); 17(M) Double orphans
Takondwa 75 Married – spouse 70

years
Primary School Dual-grandparent 5 6(M); 11(F); 13(M); 14(M); 17(M) Double orphans

Matt 74 Married – spouse 68
years

None Dual-grandparent 4 10(M), 11(F), 14(F); 13(F) Double orphans

Osteen 54 Married – spouse 54
years

None Dual-grandparent 7 15(F), 13(F), 13(M), 8(F), 7(F), 6.5(F), 4.5(F) Double orphans

Frank 76 Married – spouse 69
years

Primary School Dual-grandparent 8 1.25(M), 2(M), 3(M), 7(M), 8(M), 9(M), 10(F),
15(M)

Double orphans

Tumbikani 87 Married – spouse 78
years

Primary School Dual-grandparent 4 5(F), 9(F), 11(M), 11(F) (twins) Double orphans

Notes: * The father had moved back to his natal village following the wife’s death. He visits and supports his children, but not regularly. ** Lungisa’s wife was working in another district and visited her
grandchildren from time to time.

6
M
.C

H
IN
SEU

LA
Z
A
RO

ET
A
L.



Specifically, grandfathers engage in various livelihood activities (individually and/or
alongside their grandchildren) predominantly subsistence farming, ganyu (casual
labour), and other economic activities. Grandfathers use the produce and income gener-
ated from these livelihood activities to support the welfare and survival of their house-
holds. These include meeting their orphaned grandchildren’s daily needs such as food,
clothing, soap, school requirements and other essentials. For instance, during a photo-eli-
cited interview, 15-year old Ottilia said that they use their own-grown sweet potatoes for
food (for example, for breakfast, take some to eat at school as a snack, and sometimes as
lunch and/or supper when they run out of ndiwo (relish) and/or ufa (maize flour) for
cooking nsima (staple food)). They also sell their harvested sweet potatoes to finance pur-
chases to meet daily needs.

Health needs
Besides providing essential livelihood resources that are key to their orphaned grandchil-
dren’s health as outlined above, grandfathers also play other roles in addressing their
orphaned grandchildren’s everyday hygiene and personal needs, for example, buying
them body lotion and soap for bathing, washing clothes, and cleaning utensils. Maintain-
ing good hygiene is crucial for children’s health, especially given the absence of a piped
water supply in the research communities. Grandfathers also provide clothes and blankets
in the cold season, as well as mosquito nets to prevent malaria during the rainy season, in
addition to shoes to protect their grandchildren’s feet from cuts, parasites, and infections.
One of the grandfathers describes his role:

I do ganyu, and then when I generate some money, I buy them soap. Sometimes when I generate
a little money and see that this child needs clothes, I go and buy them clothes and give them
(Nthanda, 86 years, grandfather, in-depth interview).

Securing basic livelihoods is a challenge for many households in rural Malawi. Some chil-
dren have very few clothes that they have to wear for several days before washing. Cases
of lice are not uncommon and children’s failure to attend school due to lack of clothes,
school uniform or soap to wash is quite common. Thus, grandfathers being able to
provide these basic resources facilitates engagement of their grandchildren with oppor-
tunities, such as formal education, to ensure their future well-being,

Socialisation in domestic hygiene practices
In addition to providing resources that promote daily healthy living, grandfathers also
encourage their grandchildren to observe and maintain a healthy home to avoid infec-
tious diseases. For example, they encourage their grandchildren to sweep inside the
house, the kitchen (usually detached from the main house), and around the compound
early in the mornings before leaving for school.

Responding to orphaned grandchildren’s illnesses
In addition to the roles outlined above, grandfathers take on the responsibility of seeking
medical attention for their grandchildren when sick. This is important given the high inci-
dences of malaria, cholera, dysentery and diarrhoea in rural Malawi, particularly during the
rainy season.2 Thus, in the event of serious illness, grandfathers reported taking their
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grandchildren to a health centre, using their bicycles or kabaza (bicycle taxis), as
explained below:

When the children fall ill, I use the money generated from various livelihood activities to take
them to a private health facility to access quicker services. I hire a bicycle so that the patient
is transported to the health facility as soon as possible (Takondwa, 75 years, grandfather, in-
depth interview).

The grandchildren expressed gratitude for such care. In Figure 1, 13-year old Orlando por-
trays an incident when she fell ill, and her grandfather David (80 years) took her to the
health centre on his bicycle to seek treatment.

Clearly, grandfathers are key to managing the health and wellbeing of their grandchil-
dren. Their role in this context should not be underestimated, especially considering the
general socio-economic outlook of Malawi, a resource-limited country with a high disease
burden (not only HIV/AIDS) due to lack of capacity to adequately address public health
challenges (NSO & ICF International 2017) including the recent Covid-19 pandemic. Inci-
dences of illness and poor health are particularly high among the rural population, owing
to acute poverty, perennial food insecurity, poor sanitation, and lack of access to
improved health services. Rural communities in Malawi consistently register higher
rates of malaria, malnutrition, cholera, and other health problems compared to urban
areas (NSO & ICF International 2017). Ensuring the health needs of children are met is
thus an important element of the generative grandfathering work of rural grandfathers,
as they strive to keep their orphaned grandchildren healthy.

Healthcare is particularly crucial for orphans in communities affected by HIV/AIDS.
Although specific studies addressing this issue are lacking for Malawi, evidence from
other regions of sub-Saharan Africa suggests that orphans are likely to have poorer
health and developmental outcomes (that is, emotional, psychological, and psychosocial
problems) compared to non-orphans (Doku & Minnis 2016; Okawa, Yasuoka, Ishikawa,

Figure 1. A grandfather taking his granddaughter to a health centre on a bicycle.
Drawing by Orlando, granddaughter, 13 years
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Poudel, Ragi & Jimba 2011). This is attributed to the fact that some may have cared for
their ill parents, witnessed their AIDS-related death and may experience associated
social stigma. They may also lack adequate care and psychosocial support during parental
illness and post-parental death (Atwine, Cantor-Graae & Bajunirwe 2005), ultimately
impacting negatively on aspects of their development such as educational attainment
(Bhargava 2005).

Supporting grandchildren’s formal education

Most of the grandfathers participating in the study had low levels of formal education.
However, many strongly believe in the importance of educating their orphaned grand-
children to create a better future for them. This is exemplified through their commitment
to their grandchildren’s education in various ways.

Sending grandchildren to school
Firstly, they send their orphaned grandchildren to school. If/ when the children refuse, are
reluctant to go, or wish to skip school, grandfathers use different strategies to persuade
them to attend classes such as punishments including withholding food – regarded as
a ‘normal way’ of moral socialisation within the local context:

I have to ‘force’ them to attend school. I tell them that, “If you don’t go to school today, you won’t
eat nsima “ (Frank, grandfather, 76 years, in-depth interview).

Sometimes it may happen that I don’t want to go to school, so, they force me to go to school […]
They tell me that, “If you don’t go to school you won’t have food to eat”. So, because of being
wary to miss food, I tell myself that, “should I stay without eating nsima at lunch? It’s better
I go to school” (Vitu, 14 years, boy, FGD).

Monitoring grandchildren’s schooling
Secondly, grandfathers who are literate may monitor their grandchildren’s educational
progress, for instance, by checking their exercise books. However, only one grandfather
in this study, Praise (74 years), a retiree with a secondary school qualification, reported
doing this for his two granddaughters. The other grandfathers had little or no formal edu-
cation; hence they lacked the literacy essential for helping their grandchildren with
schoolwork. Chimombo et al. (2000) make similar observations among parents across
Malawi, highlighting that high levels of rural illiteracy limits parents’ and guardians’
ability to create conducive home environments that facilitate children’s book-based learn-
ing outside the classroom.

However, our study shows that grandfathers who are not highly literate still monitor
their grandchildren’s school work by other means. For instance, 75-year old Takondwa,
who had himself only attended primary school, explained that he ensures his grandchil-
dren do their homework the same day they are given it after lunch, and before they go
out to play, to ensure the children do not rush their homework early in the morning
before school.

This suggests that, without grandfathers’ commitment and persistence, some of the
children may miss classes, eventually dropping out of school. Notably, grandfathers’
efforts align with various educational initiatives by the Government of Malawi and its
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development partners in the country (for example, Save the Children, UNICEF, Youth Net
and Counselling) that promote children’s school enrolment and attendance as a route to
attaining many of the UN Sustainable Development Goals.

Providing school necessities
Children’s regular school attendance also requires material support. Grandfathers play
a vital role in providing their grandchildren with essential items including uniforms,
shoes, stationery, pocket money, and mandatory fees. They engage in various livelihood
activities to obtain these essential resources for securing their grandchildren’s education.
For instance, they farm, do ganyu, and pursue other economic activities such as making
mipini (wooden hoe-handles) or weaving madengu (baskets) to sell and use the proceeds
to provide their grandchildren’s school requirements:

If there’s 2 tambala [Malawian currency], I say, “Here, use it to buy something to eat”. That school
uniform, when that one wears out, they will be sent back from school […] uniform should always
be available (David, 80 years, grandfather, in-depth interview).

Grandpa buys us school necessities like exercise books and pens (Orlando, 13 years, girl, photo-
elicited interview).

Importantly, study participants were quick to identify food as fundamental to children’s
development and educational outcomes. They mentioned that the absence of food in
their households negatively affects children’s physical development (for example, malnu-
trition) and schooling (for example, not attending classes and/or poor concentration due
to hunger):

If they don’t have food to eat, they cannot attend school. So, I try my best that I do something
to ensure that they have food and are attending school (Praise, 74 years, grandfather,
in-depth interview).

A grandfather plays a big part in his grandchildren’s education, particularly, by ensuring that
they have food […] because if the child does not receive adequate food, it may affect their
health. Consequently, their performance at school declines (Lusungu, 21-year old man,
teacher, key informant interview).

Confirming previous studies in Malawi exploring the interplay of food insecurity and
negative educational outcomes (Government of Malawi 2014b; Mkandawire, Luginaah
& Baxter 2013), our findings confirm that, without grandfathers’ support, the education
of orphaned grandchildren would be negatively impacted. For instance, like children in
the general population, orphaned grandchildren in households that are food insecure
may abscond school to do ganyu to secure food and other essential household resources,
thus negatively affecting their school attendance and performance. This is common
during the annual hungry season, (typically November to February).

Motivating grandchildren
In addition, our research found that grandfathers also play vital roles in motivating their
orphaned grandchildren, advising them, and providing other kinds of support, all crucial
to their education. They incentivise their grandchildren to work hard at school by reward-
ing them with praise and gifts. For example, when grandchildren successfully pass exam-
inations, grandfathers may slaughter a chicken as a celebratory treat. They also cite
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formally educated local role models whom the children encounter (for example, teachers,
health workers, members of parliament) to encourage their grandchildren to do well in
school. Further, grandfathers warn their grandchildren against poor behavioural
choices, which they believe could compromise their education and future such as enga-
ging in premarital sex, smoking chamba (hemp), consuming alcohol, and playing truant:

Grandpa tells us that we should not abscond school. He says that we will regret (Sangalatso, 10
years, boy, FGD).

If the grandfather attended education, he tries that the children should do likewise. If he failed,
but has seen others becoming successful because of education, he tries to encourage the children
to be like those role models (Lusungu, 21-year old man, teacher, key informant interview).

Escorting grandchildren to school
Some grandfathers in rural Malawi sometimes escort their grandchildren walking to
school to ensure their safety and regular attendance. This is particularly important
during the rainy season because rivers are often swollen and incidents of children
being unable to cross and missing school, or even of being swept away and drowned,
are not uncommon. During this period of the year, extensively planted maize also
grows tall and thick, while uncultivated open areas and graveyards are densely vegetated,
making the paths to and from school extremely risky especially for girls and younger chil-
dren walking alone, due to possible dangers from hidden assailants (see also Morojele
& Muthukrishna 2016; Porter, Hampshire, Mashiri, Dube & Maponya 2010). Thus, David
(80 years) sometimes escorts his two granddaughters (13-year old Orlando and 15-year
old Ottilia) to school during the rainy season to ensure their safety.

Overall, given that parent’s/guardian’s poverty and illiteracy are strongly linked to less
interest in children’s education (Government of Malawi 2004; Maluwa-Banda 2003), it is
significant to find that grandfathers in this study all expressed commitments in various
ways to educating their orphaned grandchildren despite their own lack of formal edu-
cation and the many poverty-related challenges they experience in daily life.

Intergenerational transmission of knowledge, culture and values

The transmission of knowledge and values is a core intergenerational task. Grand-
fathers participating in this study form part of a network of people instrumental in
the moral socialisation, intergenerational transmission of culture, religion, livelihood
skills, sexual and gender norms to the grandchildren in their care. These are examined
in turn below.

‘Moral’ socialisation
There was a common refrain among grandfathers and other adult research participants
that ‘children of today’ are more ill-disciplined than previous generations. They suggested
that children need to be acculturated into ‘socially acceptable behaviours’, thus assuming
a role of dominant moral authority for their orphaned grandchildren:

I strive to stop them from doing bad things […] so that they are on the right path (David, 80
years, grandfather, in-depth interview).
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I tell them that, “For you to be a good person, you must respect people, you must respect the
elders” (Zolani, 72 years, grandfather, in-depth interview).

Grandfathers use nthano (folktales) and various forms of disciplining including non-phys-
ical sanctions (for example, withholding food), corporal/physical punishment (for
example, caning with a stick) (Figure 2) and seeking external intervention (for example,
involving relatives to discipline their grandchildren). Although there is controversy sur-
rounding the use of some of these measures (for example, physical punishment), and
excessively harsh punishment is considered a violation of children’s rights by child-
centred international organisations (UNICEF 2014), in Malawi such ways of disciplining
children remain common, as in many societies across the globe (Lansford & Deater-
Deckard 2012; UNICEF 2017).

Cultural values
The transmission of customs and traditions is a core feature of generational grandpar-
enting. When interviewed, 21-year old Lusungu (male teacher) stated that ‘a grand-
father tries his best and that, if he has the culture of a Yao, then his grandchildren
should also emulate that culture.’3 Besides teaching, grandfathers also encourage
their orphaned grandchildren to attend cultural events in their communities (for
example, traditional dances) to follow cultural/traditional values. Nthano (folktales)
are used as a means of conveying key cultural messages especially concerning
puberty, initiation, marriage, childbirth, funerals, assets, inheritance, and ancestral
roots. Due to the cultural values attached to nthano, grandfathers expect their grand-
children to preserve them by memorising and teaching their friends, as well as future
generations:

Grandpa uses nthano to teach us about our culture and about our ethnic group (Sangalatso, 10
years, boy, FGD).

Figure 2. Portrayal of a grandfather caning his granddaughter.
Drawing: Orlando, 13 years, granddaughter
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Nthano are intended to teach us about our traditional practices […] So, we listen attentively so
that in future, we too, may sit down with our grandchildren and tell them these nthano (Mapula,
20-year old woman, FGD).

Religious values
Grandfathers in this study were also instrumental in the intergenerational transmission
of spiritual/religious values to their orphaned grandchildren (see also Min, Silverstein
& Gruenewald 2017; Patacchini & Zenou 2016). Our study shows that grandfathers pray
together with their grandchildren at home, take them to places of worship, and encou-
rage various aspects of religious commitment. For instance, Takondwa (75 years)
encourages his grandchildren to attend madrasa (Islamic school), takes them to Friday
prayers, and teaches them the Koran (Figure 3).

Heteronormative sexuality
Heteronormative sexuality was regarded as a core cultural value by participants in the
research communities (see also McNamara 2014) where other sexualities are not acknowl-
edged. Although other researchers report that parents and guardians in Southern African
societies rarely discuss sexuality with children (Delius & Glaser 2002; Wilbraham 2008),
socialisation in heteronormative sexuality emerged as key for grandfathers in this

Figure 3. A grandfather teaching his grandchildren about religion.
Drawing: Miguel, 13 years, grandson
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study. Grandfathers frequently stated that socialisation in matters of sex and sexuality is
particularly crucial in contemporary rural Malawi because of children’s early exposure to
pornography and increased sexual experimentation. Grandfathers described enforcing
surveillance and monitoring to attempt to prevent their grandchildren from engaging
in premarital sexual activities, for instance, restricting their grandchildren’s mobility by
imposing curfews requiring them to be home before sunset. However, control differs
by gender in that grandfathers are stricter on girls than boys, being wary that grand-
daughters may become pregnant and drop out of school. Grandfathers also justify stricter
surveillance of girls to avoid the potential additional burden of caring for a great-
grandchild.

Furthermore, grandfathers teach their grandchildren about bodily and biological
changes during puberty, and, from their perspective, the perceived dangers and conse-
quences of premarital sex, as well as the benefits of sexual abstinence, thus warning
their grandchildren about the risks of teenage and unwanted pregnancy, HIV and other
sexually transmitted infections. For instance, 72-year-old Zolani said that he tells his
granddaughters to ‘slow down on having sexual relationships with boys’ because ‘these
days the world is too dangerous’. Grandfathers expressed similar messages to their grand-
sons, although, as noted above, they were firmer with their granddaughters.

Gendered livelihood skills
Transmission of livelihood skills and associated gendering emerged as a further strand of
generative work for grandfathers in this study. Their contribution in this regard serves two
purposes: 1) transmission of livelihood skills/strategies to secure households’ daily needs;
and 2) transmission of sociocultural gender values aligning with expectations in their
communities.

Like Malawi, much of sub-Saharan Africa remains underdeveloped. Consequently, most
daily productive and reproductive work, particularly in rural areas, is undertaken manu-
ally, thus being labour intensive and time consuming. Rural households’ survival, there-
fore, largely depends on the contribution of family members to daily livelihood
activities (Abebe & Skovdal 2010) such that ‘without the collective action of all family
members in labour the multitude of poor families risk destitution’ (Twum-Danso 2009,
425). Subsequently, rural children are taught, and are expected, to work alongside
other family members to meet daily livelihood needs (Ansell 2010; Maconachie
& Hilson 2016).

Thus, it was not surprising that inclusion of grandchildren in productive and reproduc-
tive work emerged as a key theme of generative work among the grandfathers inter-
viewed in our research. Specifically, grandfathers incorporate their grandchildren into
farming and other economic activities (for example, ganyu, small businesses) to
augment their efforts to meet everyday household livelihood needs for survival.
Children’s socialisation into undertaking household chores begins at a young age (see
also Gladstone, Lancaster, Umar, Nyirenda, Kayira, Van Den Broek, & Smyth 2010; NSO
Malawi & ILO 2017) with the volume and difficulty of the tasks evolving as children
grow up.

Gender is a key cross-cutting issue for generative grandfathering work and is particu-
larly prominent in relation to livelihood skills. Our study reveals that grandfathers are con-
cerned about ensuring their grandchildren’s future roles as husbands/wives/fathers/

14 M. CHINSEU LAZARO ET AL.



mothers, and as men and women in the wider community. The social identities of ‘a real
man’ or ‘a real woman’ in the communities in which grandfathers are living are defined by
competency in undertaking culturally-defined gender roles for men and women. Echoing
what researchers have observed in other rural parts of Malawi (Kambalametore, Hartley &
Lansdown 2000; Mkandawire 2012), a family’s dignity and reputation in these commu-
nities could be ‘tainted’ if a child is not socialised ‘properly’ within appropriate gendered
social and cultural practices. Thus, as grandfathers socialise their orphaned grandchildren
in productive and reproductive work to meet their household’s livelihood survival needs,
they align this to expected gender and cultural norms. Yet, grandfathers in our study also
‘un-gendered’ many cultural norms by engaging in myriad feminine roles (for example,
caring/nurturing) that women normally undertake. This suggests that the very roles
that grandfathers are undertaking simultaneously undermine the reproduction of norma-
tive gender roles in their communities. Thus, the findings suggest that generative grand-
fathering may defy the binary of feminine-masculine roles, where grandfathers are
bringing up orphans alone in the absence of grandmothers and other women.

As noted previously in other regions of sub-Saharan Africa (for example, see Edmonds
2009; Robson 2004), the socialisation of orphaned grandchildren into gender roles in rural
Malawi is more apparent in older children (usually aged 8 years and above) than their
younger counterparts, in part because younger children may cross gender boundaries
more easily than older children who are approaching puberty. Those closer to adulthood
are expected to conform more closely to prescriptive social gender norms. Thus, typical
gendered productive and reproductive work roles are clear in ways grandfathers socialise
their orphaned grandchildren, as reported by participants during interviews (see Table 3).

Social norms regarding gendered divisions of labour are transgressed only in excep-
tional cases. For instance, when a grandfather is raising grandsons or granddaughters
only there may be no boy or girl child to undertake a particular gendered task, as well

Table 3. Work for boys and girls
Work for boys Work for girls Work for both boys and girls

. Erecting and repairing home facilities/
utilities such as grass fence
surrounding the house, dishrack,
kraal, bathing place/area, and maize
silos/granary

. Thatching roofs

. Cutting/chopping firewood

. Cutting grass

. Tending/herding livestock in the
pastureland

. Foraging for livestock fodder

. Cooking

. Cleaning dishes

. Cleaning inside the house

. Fetching water

. Collecting firewood**

. Childcare – taking care of younger
children/siblings (e.g. feeding, bathing
them, playing with children,
childminding)

. Caring for family members during
illness/sickness

. Doing ganyu

. Mud plastering houses

. Washing clothes

. Taking maize to the chigayo (maize-
mill) for grinding***

. Working in the fields (for
example, harvesting crops)
and vegetable gardens

. Sweeping around the home
compound

. Post-harvest food
processing tasks (e.g.
shelling maize, groundnuts)

. Chopping firewood*

. Gathering firewood**

. Taking maize to the chigayo
for grinding***

. Selling commodities – for
boys, usually younger ones

. Running errands (for
example, to the shops for
purchases)

. Doing ganyu

Notes: * Typically done by boys.
** Firewood gathering is typically done by girls, but some boys may also fetch firewood.
*** Girls normally carry loads like maize on the head; boys usually use a bicycle or wheelbarrow rather than headloading.
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as occasionally when a grandfather does not strictly adhere to hegemonic social norms.
Also, as can be noted from Table 3, some of the household chores orphaned grandsons
and granddaughters are expected to undertake may overlap. For instance, grandfathers
teach both their grandsons and granddaughters to sweep around the home compound,
sometimes together (Figure 4), because this chore is not considered exclusively masculine
or feminine.

Despite some overlaps, it emerged that, in most cases, the gender divisions of house-
hold labour in the bulk of chores are based on gender expectations reflecting wider rural
Malawian society. Grandsons are less likely to undertake tasks considered feminine (for
example, cooking, cleaning dishes) being wary of ridicule by people in their communities
for performing ‘women’s work’. Similarly, girls hardly ever perform chores considered
masculine (for example, thatching roofs, herding livestock). These normative gender
roles are woven into the fabric of everyday routines of grandfathers and their grandchil-
dren, thus resonating with observations of masculinities and femininities embedded
across much of sub-Saharan Africa (Everitt-Penhale & Ratele 2015; Morrell, Jewkes & Lin-
degger 2012). Yet, as stated earlier, grandfathers also unsettle these gender norms by
undertaking many activities that are otherwise considered feminine in their communities.

It also emerged clearly that traversing gender roles may be considered social transgres-
sion, particularly for boys. Although grandchildren living with both a grandmother and
a grandfather together generally spend more of their time with their grandmothers
than with grandfathers, grandsons in dual-grandparent households are not expected to
be involved in undertaking feminine chores (for example, cooking). When they do, they
are considered ‘silly’ and ‘a lesser man’ by their relatives and neighbours. Consequently,
they are mocked by their peers and the wider community. A research participant summed
up prevailing views surrounding gender roles as follows:

Figure 4. Drawing of a boy and a girl sweeping the house.
Drawing: Orlando, 13 years, granddaughter
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Our culture is that a boy shouldn’t be near women and busy spending lots of time with them. The
perception is that the women would turn you [the boy] into a sissy. You’ll be a silly person/man if
you grow up with a life of a woman. As such, a grandfather is usually busy with a boy, teaching
him various masculine tasks that he’d later use when he becomes “a man” (Cristobal, 32 years,
man, FGD).

Thus, grandfathers in single-grandparent households may experience difficulties raising
their granddaughters, a challenge that may be compounded by the absence of any
nearby adult female relatives.

Due to the strict sociocultural expectations of normative gender roles, gender
matching may emerge in the socialisation of orphaned grandchildren in dual-
grandparent households:

The grandmother is concerned with the girls, and the grandfather is concerned with the boys
(Thandi, 57 years, grandmother, in-depth interview).

Grandmothers focus on the girls, like urging them to draw water while the grandfather concen-
trates on the boys. A grandfather cannot call girls and ask them to cut grass in the bush. I show
little attention to the girls, but the most attention is given to the boys (Ishan, 48 years, grand-
father, chief, FGD).

This signifies the important place grandfathers have in the socialisation of boys. Moreover,
in some circumstances, grandfathers in single-grandparent households do resort to
teaching their granddaughters feminine roles, as stated by 13-year old Orlando:
‘Grandpa teaches us how to cook nsima and ndiwo […] also cleaning dishes’. Thus, ensuring
transmission of gendered values, norms and expectations in livelihood skills is a critical
dimension of generative caring undertaken by the grandfathers in this study.

The association of women with feminine roles and tasks results in widespread lack of
recognition for grandfathers’ roles in orphan care, despite the research reported here very
clearly identifying their roles as caring ones. For instance, at the outset of fieldwork during
the first contact with 48-year old Ishan (a grandfather and a chief), he asked, ‘Why do you
want to talk to grandfathers about care of orphans when care of children is a woman’s
responsibility?’ His understanding was, if we wanted to talk about care of orphans, then
we should have been talking to women and not men, in this case, to grandmothers
and not grandfathers. Having explained that we wanted to understand what role grand-
fathers play in the lives of their orphaned grandchildren, Ishan curiously agreed to let us
engage with research participants in his community. He pondered with scepticism, ‘I want
to hear what you find; your work is quite interesting!’ Similar initially sceptical views about
grandfathers as carers of children/orphans emerged strongly during (i) a stakeholder
meeting at the outset of the fieldwork, (ii) the three meetings with the community advi-
sory group, which Ishan attended, and (iii) during dissemination meetings. The partici-
pants stated that this study was unique, and ‘talking to grandfathers as carers of
orphaned grandchildren’ was something they had not heard of, or experienced,
let alone considered.

This research thus demonstrates that grandfathers play pivotal roles in the lives of their
grandchildren. The everyday, mundane, taken for granted, hidden tasks of caring reveal
that they are at the epicentre of their grandchildren’s lives and that, far from being on
the side-lines, they play critical roles in supporting and nurturing their grandchildren.
They are, as we suggest, ‘hidden in plain sight’. Moreover, despite the very strict gendered
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practices to which they adhere, grandfathers are paradoxically breaching those very
norms through the acts of being primary carers for, and raising, children. While acknowl-
edging the limitations of a single-site case study and the socio-cultural specificities of rural
Malawi, which is less developed than many parts of the continent, we believe the research
findings have relevance for the region and more widely as foregrounded in the
following section.

Discussion

The paradox of grandfathers as carers of orphaned grandchildren

Evidence from our study suggests that grandfathers in rural southern Malawi engage
in myriad generative grandfathering activities (Bates & Goodsell 2013; Tarrant 2012) to
care for and support their orphaned grandchildren. These generative grandfathering
activities revolve around providing for their grandchildren’s material, health, and edu-
cational needs, as well as the transmission of knowledge and values vital for their
present and future lives. Thus, our study adds to the theoretical and conceptual con-
tributions of the concept of generative grandfathering to Malawi, and the sub-Saharan
context more generally. Although generative grandfathering is a concept originating
from Eurocentric and North American contexts, its seven work domains emerged
clearly among engaged/involved grandfathers who participated in our study. These
grandfathers live with, and care for, their orphaned grandchildren. They play a role
in lineage work, are viewed by their families and wider society as wardens of
culture, fountains of wisdom, and family historians connecting the past and present,
hence being key to the intergenerational transmission of knowledge and values.
Grandfathers are also custodians of family identity, using nthano to teach their grand-
children about family heritage and what it means to forge lasting and trusting family
relationships. They facilitate and participate in leisure activities with their grandchil-
dren (for example, playing bawo (a traditional mancala board game) or going with
them to watch traditional dances in their communities). Further, they mentor their
grandchildren in practical knowledge and skills preparing them for adulthood. Grand-
fathers also play a crucial role in spiritual work by providing advice, encouragement,
and emotional support during times of need, as well as socialising grandchildren into
religious practices. Lastly, grandfathers are stewards of moral character, acting as
moral compasses, constructing and shaping their grandchildren’s characters, beha-
viours, attitudes and beliefs into what is considered socially expected and acceptable,
for instance, through discipline.

These roles of grandfathers in rural southern Malawi clearly reflect the seven genera-
tive grandfathering work domains identified as typical in European and North American
contexts, namely family identity work, lineage work, investment work, spiritual work, char-
acter work, and mentoring work (see Bates & Goodsell 2013). Thus, generative grand-
fathering provides an important conceptual lens through which the role and identity of
grandfathers in Malawi (as elsewhere) is constructed and can be understood.

As a result of providing generative orphan-care, grandfathers experience heightened
self-productivity, which is transformative for them whilst simultaneously unsettling the
perspectives of others. It challenges normative gendered expectations of grandfathers
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– the everyday practices of care/ing grandfathers are not seen, because nobody is expect-
ing them (men) to undertake them. However, the HIV/AIDS pandemic has changed this
due to the millions of resultant orphans. Thus, grandfathers must care for their orphaned
grandchildren and this has enabled generativity in the sub-Saharan African socioeco-
nomic context that is ordinarily anything but generative.

Our study thus highlights two important paradoxes. The first is the paradox of care. We
found that even though what grandfathers do to support and sustain their grandchildren
constitutes a fundamental caring role, this work is largely invisible despite taking place in
plain sight of their communities. It is neither recognised or identified as such arguably by
both community members and the grandfathers themselves. The dominant associations
of care with women and feminine roles and tasks, results in grandfathers’ invisibility (see
also Cheney 2017; Mugisha, Schatz, Seeley & Kowal 2015). Grandfathers find themselves in
roles not associated with traditional notions of masculinities in their communities and
remain unrecognised for their contributions to orphan care. Normative views about
gender shape notions of care but, importantly, who gets recognised as a carer of
orphans regardless of what contribution each makes in the everyday lives of children.
This may explain why research, policies, and programmes on grandparenting and
orphan care in Malawi and other countries in sub-Saharan Africa tend to focus on grand-
mothers, thus overlooking the contribution (including for funding) of grandfathers in
orphan care. The findings of our study challenge such gendered conceptions of care
and the side-lining of grandfathers in research because hegemonic matrifocal con-
ceptions of grandparenting only provide partial understandings of grandparenting in
sub-Saharan Africa.

The second paradox emerging from our study is that grandfathers are challenging and
transgressing gender norms despite ironically trying to reinforce them with their grand-
children in everyday life. This is due in part to the absence of women in their households
who could share or take responsibility for the care and socialisation of granddaughters,
while also wanting to impart and reinforce the gender roles reflected in the wider
society in which they live.

Conclusion

This article set out to interrogate hegemonic discourses and narratives of grandparenting
and orphan care in Malawi to order to extend and broaden understandings of grand-
fathers caring for orphans in sub-Saharan Africa. Our study draws from the concept of
generative grandfathering to explore and illuminate the specific roles grandfathers play
at the epicentre of orphan care in rural Malawian communities affected by HIV/AIDS
and poverty. Despite being largely absent in the existing scholarship on grandparenting
in sub-Saharan Africa, grandfathers are pivotal in the daily lives and welfare of their
orphaned grandchildren and can be located at the epicentre of forms of orphan care.
Yet, the evidence from our study suggests that grandfathers remain invisible when
issues of orphan care are discussed in public spaces and policy arenas.

We conclude that it is highly problematic to ignore, or overlook, the contribution of
grandfathers to orphan care, whilst continuing to recognise that of grandmothers.
Thus, there is need to further interrogate hegemonic discourses and narratives of grand-
parenting and orphan care in Malawi and sub-Saharan Africa to extend and broaden
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understandings of orphan care generally and in specific country-contexts. Policies and
programmes on orphan care in Malawi, and sub-Saharan Africa more widely, need to
recognise and respond to the contributions of grandfathers. This would help to align
interventions in ways that do not exclude grandfathers based on gender and assumptions
that, because they are men, they are not carers of grandchildren.

Notes

1. Participants’ names given here are pseudonyms.
2. Malaria is the leading cause of child mortality in Malawi (NSO & ICF International 2017) and

the leading cause of morbidities in Zomba District, accounting for two-thirds (66.8 per cent)
of child and adult mortality (Zomba District Assembly 2009).

3. Yao is a major ethnic group in Malawi and predominant in the research locale.
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