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Child fosterage and the developmental  
markers of Ovambo children in Namibia:  
A look at gender and kinship
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If we are truly interested in including children both 
in research and in decisions regarding wellbeing, 
developmental theory can help us choose who to study, 
what to study, and how to translate the results into 
better lives for African children. From a developmental 
perspective we can apply normative developmental 
markers against some of Africa’s most significant issues 
facing children, for example, child warfare, HIV/AIDS, or 
child labor.  My paper looks specifically at a culturally 
indigenous child care practice of social parenting, or child 
fosterage in Namibia, in hopes of better understanding 
the developmental markers of education for both children 
raised by their biological parents and those fostered away 
from their biological parents.  

The cultural logic of child care in specific communities 
is increasingly important to understand as the number of 
children in sub-Saharan Africa who have lost one or both 
parents to AIDS-related causes has reached 12 million. 
By the year 2010, 20 million children will be orphaned 

in sub-Saharan Africa alone (UNAIDS 2008). The existing 
family structure absorbs the majority of orphan care. 
Then, care by neighborhoods exists, allowing children 
to remain in familiar environments. Next,  care through 
enterprise-centered collectives, formed by a consortia of 
government, NGO’s and private sector, and modeled on 
traditional extended family (i.e. foster villages) has been 
established in some communities, Finally, institutional 
care is rare, but does exist. (Sewpaul 2001). Non-traditional 
methods of caring for orphans, such as institutional care 
and collectives, have not been seen as viable solutions or 
as socially acceptable. As childcare has historically been 
thought of in Africa as a social task performed by an 
entire extended family, adoption and care by strangers is 
deemed a last resort (Levine et al. 1994). 

While high levels of HIV and the rising number of orphans 
place enormous stress on a society, this may be less true 
of Africa than on any other region of the world, due to 
the dominance of the extended family over the nuclear 
and the African cultural complex of socially distributed 
childcare (Caldwell 1997; Weisner, Bradley, and Kilbride 
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1997). A unique example of a culturally specific child care 
practice is the tradition of child fosterage in Africa. 

Child fosterage has been defined several ways. Accounts 
in Africa describe fosterage as a social welfare system 
revolving around kinship and is defined as the rearing 
of a child by someone other than the biological parent 
(Bledsoe 1990). What makes fosterage unique is the semi 
permanent yet adjustable nature of the relationship, one 
of the most distinct elements of African families (Isugihue-
Abanihe 2003). In countries without institutional systems 
to better the welfare of children and the resources of 
families, fosterage serves a crucial role and may be a key 
component in African communities’ reaction to HIV/AIDS.

In the anthropological literature much is known about 
child fosterage.  Ethnographers began documenting 
fosterage using different terms as early as 1937 (Herskovitz 
1937). Influential work by Goody (1973) and Bledsoe 
(1990) in Africa began to shed light on the variations 
of fosterage in Africa. Since, scholars have studied 
motivations to foster (Isugihue-Abanihe 2003; Payne-
Price 1981; Pennington 1991), predictors of fostering 
(McDaniel and Zulu 1996; Vandermeersch 2002) as well 
as the outcomes (Oni 1995; Verhoff and Morelli 2007). The 
research findings are contradictory regarding the effects 
of fostering and care by the extended family structure 
as the primary way of caring for orphans. Some scholars 
report uniformly negative effects of fostering, finding that 
children experience less education, more work and less 
well being (Bicego, Rutstein, and Johnson 2003; Bledsoe 
1990) and regard the fostering system as stressed beyond 
repair (Foster 2000). Other scholars hold that fostering 
is culturally appropriate with built-in protective factors, 
and argue that orphans and non orphans do not show 
significant disparity in developmental outcomes (Ankrah 
1993; Monasch and Boerma 2004). Understanding how 
families negotiate fosterage may help explain some 
of the disparate results in treatment between fostered 
children, orphans and biological children and individual 
developmental outcomes. 

The quality of the fostering environment may ultimately 
depend on the motivation to foster the child and more 
specifically the relationship between the donor and 
recipient family with closer kin relationships having better 
outcomes than more distant kin. This being said, socially 
defined kinship is also assumed to be important. Alvard 
(2003) found that among the Lamalera of Indonesia, 
socially defined kinship predicts cooperation better than 
genetic kinship. Genetic kinship, however, remains a 
powerful predictor of cooperation in childcare (Anderson 
2005; Bereczkei 1998). Assuming this, the primary 
objective of this study is to better understand the practice 
of child fosterage and its effect on the developmental 
markers of education and height and weight of Ovambo 
speaking children in Namibia.

The ovambo context

The Ovambo speaking people are located, primarily, in 

the four Northern regions (Ohangwena, Omusati, Oshana, 
and Oshikoto). Owamboland has the highest rates of 
children in Namibia who do not live with either parent 
but whose parents are both alive. Rates range from 29.4 
% to 36.9% in the four northern regions and from 11.5% 
to 28% in the rest of the country. Rates of living with both 
parents are much lower, ranging from 13.6% to 18.4% in 
the northern regions and from 23.0% to 48.2% in the rest 
of the country.

The Ovambo people’s traditional homeland is located in 
the North of the country and is home to the majority of the 
400,000+ Ovambo speakers in Namibia. Traditionally, the 
Ovambos are agro-pastoralists having both subsistence 
plots of millet [omahango] and herds of cattle [eengobe] 
and goats [eekombo]. A large number of Ovambos have 
migrated to Windhoek, the capital, in search of work and 
education and live primarily in Katatura, the settlement 
created on the outskirts of Windhoek during the apartheid 
era.  

Ovambo societies during the pre-colonial and colonial 
periods were predominantly matrilineal agro-pastoralist 
societies demarcated from each other by large areas of 
forest and savanna in the North of the country (Salokowski 
1998). Until 1840, these areas had remained almost totally 
free from European influence. When the first Finnish 
Missionaries arrived in 1870, the majority of Ovambo 
societies were headed by “kings.” 

Currently, Namibia is an economically stable country. 
Mining accounts for 25% of the gross domestic product 
and many men migrate to work in mines, while others 
seek work in cities. English is the official language with 
several other indigenous languages spoken. Ovambo 
speaking people represent the largest portion of Namibia’s 
population, nearly 50% (CIA Factbook 2006).

Kinship is an organizing principle in Namibia holding 
more importance than class and playing a critical role 
in decisions regarding socially distributed child rearing 
(Hayes 1998). What class does in advanced capitalistic 
societies like the U.S., kinship does in Namibia—shaping 
peer relationships, choices about marriage, and with 
whom one could be raised. Kinship in Namibia is complex 
with some groups being classified as bilateral, unilineal, 
and among the Herero-speakers a double descent 
system exists. Matrilineal descent systems are found 
among Ovambo speakers (Hayes 1998).  Lebert (2005) 
studied inheritance of land, cattle, millet, and children, 
among Ovambos in the north of Namibia and describes a 
traditionally matrilineal system. Upon the death of a man, 
the order of inheritance is his oldest brother. If there is no 
oldest brother, then inheritance goes to his oldest sister’s 
oldest son, followed by his sister’s daughter’s oldest son. 
If a man has no siblings, inheritance goes to the oldest 
living male descendent of his mother’s sister. Upon the 
death of a woman, her children receive the inheritance—
girls receive ornaments and jewelry and boys receive the 
cattle. 

Children traditionally belong to their mother’s family 
and men do not pass on their matrilineal membership 
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to children. The mother’s brother often plays a pivotal 
role in the care of the children, including providing care 
through fosterage. Even within this system, however, 
there is significant variation and complexity. In the 
matrilineal inheritance system the husband’s matrilineal 
kin traditionally have rights to all of the wife’s possessions 
after his death. This has changed in recent years as widows 
have been seen as primary caregivers to many orphans. 
The rising number of orphans has forced both paternal 
and maternal kin to raise children. 

methods

This study utilized data from the 2000 Namibia 
Demographic Health Surveys (DHS). Data were collected 
from a random sample of 6, 678 households throughout 
Namibia in 2000. The DHS are nationally and regionally 
representative surveys conducted by United States 
Agency for International Development (USAID). They have 
been carried out since 1984 in over 60 less-developed 
countries. The surveys are based on scientifically selected 
samples of households and inquire about household 
structure, member characteristics, and survival status of 
parents of all children residing in the house. A household 
questionnaire is administered to all households selected 
and found, followed by interviews of eligible women 
(and men) in the 15-49 year age range. The interviews 
of individual women of reproductive age (15-49) include 
information on background characteristics, education, 
work status, fertility level and desires, and maternal and 
child health services. 

An additional questionnaire was completed for each 
child less than 5 years of age in the household. This 
questionnaire on child health was administered only 
to mothers with living children less than 5 years of age, 
so maternal orphans are excluded. Information about 
orphans came from the overall household survey. Foster 
children were defined in the DHS survey as children with 
both parents alive but who do not reside with either of 
them. An orphan was defined as a child under the age 
of 19 whose mother, father, or both parents have died. A 
child whose mother is deceased was described in the data 
as a maternal orphan. A child whose father is deceased 
was described as a paternal orphan. If both are deceased 
the child was referred to as a double orphan. 

Child’s Residence Status: The DHS survey affords two 
ways of discerning a child’s fosterage status. First, DHS 
data on Child’s Residence Status (fosterage and orphan 
prevalence) was collected by asking for each child “Is 
[name]’s mother still alive?” and “Is [name]’s father still 
alive? If the parent is still living, the household head is 
asked whether the parent is currently residing in the 
reference household. Each head of household reported on 
all members of a household and their Relationship to the 
Head of Household (spouse, son/daughter, grandchild, 
sister/brother, other relative, foster/adopted child, non-
relative). Second, all individual women age 15-49 were 
asked about birth histories. Information on each child was 

recorded including with whom the child currently lives 
and was recoded as either ‘lives with respondent’ or ‘lives 
elsewhere’. 

Developmental Markers:  Education in Single Years 
was measured as a continuous variable. The nutritional 
status of children under the age of five was measured by 
three standard indices of physical growth: Height for Age 
(which can be used as an index of stunting), Weight for 
Age (which can be used as an index of underweight status) 
and Weight for Height (which can be used as an index of 
wasting). Height was recorded in centimeters and weight 
is recoded in kilograms. These indices were calculated 
using the Center for Disease Control (CDC) Standard 
Deviation-derived Growth Reference Curves derived 
from the National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS/
CDC) Reference Populations which sample international 
populations. 

Results

A variety of analytic techniques were utilized to test 
the study hypotheses. These included univariate statistics 
(frequencies, means), bivariate correlations, and Analysis 
of Covariance (ANCOVA).

Information about households, mothers and children in 
Namibia revealed a demographic picture of family life in 
Namibia and can be found in Table1. 

To test the first hypothesis that within the fosterage 
system, orphans are disadvantaged in developmental 
markers of health and education, a series of 2X2 
factorial ANCOVAs were used to examine adjusted mean 
differences in education and health between male and 
female orphans and non orphans. Maternal orphans under 
5 (n=18) and between 5 and 19 (n=161) were defined as 
having mother not alive but father still living. Double 
orphans under 5 (n=2) and between 5 and 19 (n=44) were 
defined as having neither mother nor father alive.

Years of single education for male and female maternal 
and double orphans as well as non orphans is summarized 
in Table 2. There was not a significant interaction between 
gender and maternal orphan status (F(4, 2779)=1.64, 
MSE=2.24, p=.20). There was a no main effect for maternal 
orphan status (F(4,2779)=.519, MSE=1.15, p=.47). 
There was, however, a significant gender main effect 
(F(4,2779)=21.31, MSE=47.75, p=.001) with orphaned 
girls having significantly more years of education than 
orphaned boys. See Figure 1. 

Similar patterns were found with double orphans. There 
was not a significant interaction between gender and 
double orphan status (F(4,2779)=.09, MSE=.212, p=.76). 
There was not a significant main effect for double orphan 
status (F(4,2779)=.64, MSE=1.43, p=.42). However, there 
was a significant main effect for gender (F(4,2779)=4.60, 
MSE=10.32, p=.03) with girls having significantly more 
years of education than boys. See Figure 2.

Height and weight percentiles were calculated for 
maternal and double orphan boys and girls and compared 
with non orphans. There was no significant interaction 
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Table 1.  Demographic Information on Ovambo Children, 
Mothers and Households in Namibia

Table 2.  Mean differences in years of education for maternal 
and double orphans and non orphan boys and girls

Table 3. Mean differences in education in single years 
for males and female children with different levels of  
relatedness to the head of household. 

in height between maternal orphan status and gender 
(F(4, 1293)=.755, MSE=581.34, p=.385. There was no 
main effect for maternal orphan status (F(4,1293)=1.85, 
MSE=1424.66, p=.174). There was no main effect for 
gender (F(4,1293)=1.13, MSE=872.47, p=.287). Likewise, 
when examining weight percentiles, there was no 
significant interaction in weight between maternal 
orphan status and gender (F(4,1293)=.45, MSE=269.32, 
p=.505). There was no significant main effect for maternal 
orphan status (F(4,1293)=.182, MSE=109.78, p=.67) or for 
gender (F(4,1293)=.93, MSE=559.69, p=.336). 

To further examine kinship relationships and gender, 
2X6 Factorial ANCOVA analyses was utilized to test whether 
kinship (degree of relatedness to the head of household) 
affected levels of education and height and weight after 
controlling for the child’s age. Years of education for 
males and females with different levels of relatedness to 
the head of household is summarized in Table 3. There is 
a significant interaction between degree of relatedness 
to head of household and gender in years of education 
(F(12, 3790)=6.05, MSE=29.46, p=.001). Further analysis 
based on LSD follow ups of the cell means revealed that 
in all categories except adopted/fostered children, girls 
display significantly more years of education than boys. 
There was not a significant difference between boys 
and girls in education in the adopted/fostered group. 
Non related boys had significantly less education than 
any other group. There was a main effect for gender 
(F(12, 3790)=67.12, MSE=326.74, p=.001). Females had 
significantly more years of education that did boys. 
There was also a main effect for relatedness to head 
of household (F(12,3790)=13.85, MSE=67.42, p=.001). 
Follow up analysis utilizing LSD pairwise comparisons 
revealed patterns in line with kin selection theory. Non 
relatives had significantly less education than all other 
groups, while son/daughter, grandchild, and adopted/
fostered did not differ significantly from one another. See 
Figure 3.
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Figure 1.   Education in single years for male and 
female maternal orphans and non orphans.

Figure 2.  Education in single years for male and 
female double  orphans and non orphans.

Figure 3. Education in single years for males and females 
with different relationships to the head of household.

 

Orphan Status
       Non orphan
       Maternal 
       Orphan

 

Orphan Status
       Non orphan
       Double 
       Orphan

 

son/dauchter
grandchild
brother/sister

other relative
adopted/foster
not related

Relationship with head of household

discussion

While not a new experience, crisis fostering is one type 
of arrangement that families across Africa are confronted 
with at increasing rates due to the HIV/AIDS crisis. In the 
current analysis, orphan status does not disadvantage 
children compared to non orphan status in education and 
height and weight. Most noteably, degree of relatedness 
to the head of household paints an interesting picture 
of how resources are allocated based on kinship and 
gender within the fostering system. Past research has 
found differences in education between orphans and 
foster children in Zimbabwe (Foster et al.1995) and 
between orphans and non orphans in Uganda (Kamali 
et al. 1996). Both maternal and double orphans in the 
present study have nonsignificant but higher rates 
of school attendance than non orphans, with female 
orphans having the most education. 

Being fostered appears to have a more profound affect 
on boys than on girls in measures of education. Sons 
and daughters, grandchildren and “fostered/adopted” 
children have more education than do other relatives, 
and non relatives, with non-relatives boys having the 
lowest levels of education.  How kinship mediates the 
relationship between fosterage and health becomes 
more important when combined with the above 
mentioned finding that orphan status alone does not 
affect children’s outcomes. Children were divided into 
biological, grandchildren, brother/sister, other relative, 
adopted/fostered and non relative. While all the children 
except biological can be classified as fostered, 109 
children were given this special category by the head 
of household, posing an interesting dilemma in the 
interpretation if they are non-relatives. However, a child 
that is a non relative to the head of household could be 
a relative to another adult in the house. The adopted/
fostered children fall in a constellation with biological 
and grandchildren who have the highest mean scores 
when looking at adjusted mean differences in education 
and health, yet they are non relatives to the head of 
household. The category of non relatives appears 
qualitatively different, having the lowest means in all 
outcome variables. 

So what makes these children different? According to 
Verhoeff and Morelli (2007), the cooperation between 
the donor and recipient family colors the experience 
and outcomes of children in Cameroon. Adopted/
fostered, like the other categories that describe the 
child’s relationship to the head of household, was 
predetermined by the DHS country staff.  No information 
is available from the DHS that would clarify why 109 
children are classified as adopted/fostered but there is 
obviously something different about these children. One 
may speculate, consistent with Verhoeff & Morelli (2007) 
the relationship is an amicable joint venture between 
families. Children are self selecting into these households 
because of perceived advantages (better schools, desire 
for the child, greater income). This would explain their 
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higher levels of education while not being related to the 
head of household. 

Finally, gender seems to play an important in 
understanding these results. Almost exclusively, girls 
seem to have better markers of education and health. This 
is somewhat unexpected and worthy of further research. 
The DHS data does not allow further exploration of the 
relationship to other members of the household. It might 
be the case that the girls who are fostered (and higher in 
education) are more likely than the boys to be members of 
the women’s own matriline. Could the gender differences 
be a result of recent education and interventions in 
Namibia to empower and educate girls? Does the nature 
of work that foster girls and boys perform leave more 
room for education for girls? Finally, are boys, in general, 
more vulnerable? 

Developmental theory provides a useful framework by 
which to understand some of the more proximal causes of 
fostering and its implications to the welfare of the child. 
Why should children remain with extended families in 
indigenous care systems? To survive and thrive, children 
and adolescents need to grow up in a family that provides 
for their changing needs. Recent theories like Thomas & 
Chess’s (1986) goodness of fit and Scarr & McCathy’s (1983) 
gene/environment interaction have acutely understood 
this. Children respond very differently at different ages, 
depending on their level of physical, cognitive, emotional, 
and psychological development (Schaeffer 2000). A 
young person’s developmental stage will also be a factor 
in determining the kinds of support and protection the 
child needs to survive and possibly thrive. UNICEF (2004) 
identifies infancy as the most vulnerable stage for a 
child to be orphaned. Notions of attachment, the close 
emotional relationship between child and caregiver are 
paramount during the first years of life. This is a crucial 
period for establishing survival, growth trajectory, and 
development of brain function; language acquisition, 
curiosity, and the emerging understanding of cause and 
effect (Fabes 2002). Orphanhood and to some extent bad 
fosterage arrangements might jeopardize these important 
milestones. While there are specific risks to survival and 
development, an infant is vulnerable but easily attached 
if another caregiver is provided. This evolved balance of 
vulnerability with potential for attachment makes being 
orphaned during infancy both a liability and an asset. Past 
research has found that children orphaned under age six 
are most likely to be taken in by others (Townsend and 
Dawes 2004). 

Older children face different dilemmas. The 
developmental tasks associated with middle childhood 
are continued physical growth, an understanding of rules 
and responsibilities, peer relationships and family identity, 
mathematical and literacy skills, emotional expression 
and self-regulation and problem solving skills (Schaeffer 
2000). This is often the time children fall out of the family 
structure or place of residence and become street children 
or involved in exploitative labor (Aptekar 2002). Families in 
the north of Namibia, in 2000, were caring and supporting 

orphans. While education and height and weight are only 
three markers of development, these markers show the 
resiliency and strength of the communities and families 
in this study.  

Understanding the developmental demands of 
childhood and their unique manifestations in communities 
in Africa will allow aid agencies to invest more wisely 
in supporting traditional systems of support like child 
fosterage in the African family as well as help identify 
when other means of increased support are necessary. 
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Southern Africa and received a Fulbright Fellowship to study in Benarus, 
India. Her teaching and research focuses on the psychological underpin-
nings of culture and human development. She has conducted research 
on gender norm development and masculinity in Namibia. Her current 
research focuses on child care and kinship in Africa, looking at the in-
tersection of parental ethnotheories on indigenous childcare practices.
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