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orphans’ sex, which may modify the relationship between 
parental loss and reproductive choices (e.g., the conse-
quences of a maternal death may be more pronounced for 
a female orphan).

RESULTS

Female and male respondents were similar in many re-
gards. Both women and men were about 21 years old on 
average and were distributed almost evenly among the 
three regions (Table 1, page 166). Among both women and 
men, higher percentages had lost their father than had lost 
their mother (26–27% vs. 14–17%), which likely reflects 
that men in Malawi are typically older than their wives. 
The level of desired fertility was approximately the same 
across genders.

That said, values for several key variables differed be-
tween men and women. Men had higher educational at-
tainment (29% had attended secondary school, compared 
with 17% of women), while women were more likely than 
men to be married (and to be divorced, separated or wid-
owed). On average, men reported having had 3.4 partners 
in their lifetime, while women reported having had 1.8. 
HIV prevalence was 6% among women and 2% among 
men. Finally, the mean number of living children was high-
er among men (1.7) than among women (0.7).

Our first regression examined whether orphans experi-
ence structural disadvantage (Table 2, page 167). We found 
some evidence that orphans in Malawi suffer from the same 
disadvantages as many of their counterparts elsewhere, al-
though the differences were statistically significant only 
if the respondent’s parent had died more than five years 
earlier. Female orphans whose mother had died more than 
five years earlier were less wealthy than nonorphans (risk 
difference, —0.61); similarly, male orphans whose father 
had died five or more years earlier were less wealthy than 
nonorphans (–0.49). While these results show a disad-
vantage for orphans in select instances, we note that men 
whose mother had died more than five years earlier actually 
had greater household wealth than their nonorphan peers.

Overall, orphans and nonorphans showed few differ-
ences in sexual behavior (Tables 3 and 4). Among women, 
orphans did not have elevated sexual risk on any of the out-
comes, although there was a marginally significant associa-
tion between having lost a mother in the past five years 
and having had another sexual partner while married or in 
a steady relationship (odds ratio, 3.1).  Among men, those 
whose father had died more than five years earlier had had 
a greater number of sexual partners than had nonorphans 
(risk difference, 0.16). However, we found some evidence 
of reduced sexual risk among orphans: Women whose fa-
ther had died more than five years earlier were less likely 
than nonorphans to be HIV positive, though this associa-
tion was only marginally significant (0.1); and men whose 
father had died in the past five years were less likely than 
nonorphans to have had an extramarital partner (0.4). 
No associations were apparent between orphanhood and 
worry about HIV infection.

TABLE 4. Risk differences and odds ratios (with standard errors) from multivariate 
regressions examining associations of orphanhood status and selected covariates 
with sexual risk indicators among Malawian men aged 15–25

Characteristic No. of 
partners‡

Ever exchanged 
sex for 
money§

Has had extra-
marital 
partner§

Worried 
about HIV§ 

ORPHANHOOD
Mother’s status 
Alive (ref) 0.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Died in past 5 yrs. –0.15 (0.20) 0.37 (0.27) 0.82 (0.58) nr
Died >5 yrs. ago 0.15 (0.09) 1.03 (0.35) 1.01 (0.37) 0.69 (0.34)

Father’s status
Alive (ref) 0.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Died in past 5 yrs. 0.01 (0.10) 1.32 (0.49) 0.36 (0.18)* 0.84 (0.45)
Died >5 yrs. ago 0.16 (0.07)* 0.68 (0.19) 0.93 (0.28) 1.12 (0.42)

COVARIATES
Age 0.06 (0.01)** 1.08 (0.05) 1.18 (0.06)*** 1.05 (0.07)
Wealth –0.02 (0.02) 0.91 (0.06) 0.92 (0.07) 0.93 (0.10)
No. of living children –0.02 (0.01) 0.98 (0.04) 1.09 (0.05)† 1.00 (0.07)

Marital status
Married (ref) 0.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Never married –0.21 (0.07)*** 1.24 (0.32) 1.07 (0.30) 1.86 (0.67)†
Divorced/separated/ 0.28 (0.18) 3.44 (3.29) 2.43 (1.90) 2.09 (1.89)
widowed

Region
Central (ref) 0.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
South 0.27 (0.07)*** 3.80 (0.98)*** 1.49 (0.40) 1.87 (0.61)†
North –0.29 (0.09)*** 1.52 (0.43) 0.88 (0.28) 0.27 (0.13)*

Education
None (ref) 0.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Primary –0.04 (0.10) 1.38 (0.52) 1.10 (0.43) 1.92 (1.01)
≥secondary –0.06 (0.12) 1.05 (0.44) 0.86 (0.39) 1.57 (0.96)

*p≤.05. **p≤.01. ***p≤.001. †p≤.10. ‡Results reported as risk differences. §Results reported as odds ratios. 
Notes: Regressions used in these analyses were Poisson (number of partners) and logistic (remaining risk 
indicators).  ref=reference category. nr=not reported because of quasi-complete separation of the data.

Next, we examined whether fertility preferences and 
behaviors differed between orphans and nonorphans (Ta-
ble 5, page 170, and Table 6, page 171). Female orphans 
whose mother had died more than five years earlier were 
far more likely than nonorphans to have ever been mar-
ried (odds ratio, 5.4). In contrast, men whose father had 
died in the past five years were less likely than nonorphans 
to have been married, though this finding was only mar-
ginally significant (0.4). Fertility-related outcomes also 
differed by orphanhood. Both female and male orphans 
whose mother had died within the past five years desired 
more children than nonorphans (risk differences, 0.52 and 
0.97, respectively). Actual fertility differed as well: Women 
whose father had died more than five years earlier had had 
more children than nonorphans (0.31), as had male or-
phans whose mother had died either in the past five years 
or more than five years earlier (1.06 and 0.47, respectively). 

Finally, the longer-term analysis of orphanhood and 
fertility also found elevated fertility among orphans (Table 
7, page 172). Female orphans who reported in 2006 that 
their mother had died more than five years earlier had had 
more children than nonorphans by 2010 (risk difference, 
0.99), and male orphans who reported in 2006 than their 
mother had died in the past five years had had more chil-
dren than nonorphans by 2010 (1.44).


