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Abstract

Child fostering is practiced throughout much of sub-Saharan Africa and is often
used by families to offset economic risk and insecurities. While there is a rich
literature on the practice of child fostering, we have a limited understanding of
how absorbing a foster child impacts a household. The AIDS epidemic in the
region has added new complexities to the practice of child fostering, making it
more imperative to understand the relationship between fostering and household
outcomes. Using data from 1,959 respondents enrolled in a longitudinal survey in
Balaka, Malawi, this paper empirically explores the relationship between receiving
a foster child and changes in household socioeconomic status (SES) over a two-
year period of time. Placing particular emphasis on the role of anticipation, the
results show that those who correctly anticipate their care giving responsibilities
experience a greater increase in household SES than those who do not.
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Chapter 1
Anticipatory Child Fostering and

Household Socioeconomic Security

in Malawi

1.1 Introduction

A recent source of controversy in research on African society is whether or not the

strength of kinship ties is being undermined by the demographic consequences of

the AIDS epidemic. Of particular concern is the increasing number of orphans in

the region. Tribal and extended kinship structures endow much of sub-Saharan

Africa with a strong tradition of child fostering (Bledsoe 1990; Bledsoe and Isiugo-

Abanihe 1989; Goody 1982; Madhavan 2004; Monasch and Boerma 2004; Urassa

et al. 1997). Thus, much of the mushrooming childcare responsibilities for orphans

fall on households who may already be fostering non-orphaned children. Before

we can begin to draw conclusions about whether or not an influx of orphans is

challenging Africa families, we must first understand how absorbing a foster child

impacts households. Furthermore, the nuance with which we approach this ques-

tion has bearings on the study of child fostering more broadly.

Although the practice varies from region to region, the research on child foster-

ing has historically shown that the practice is a mutually beneficial arrangement

between sending and receiving families as well as for the foster children themselves.
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More recent work continues to recognize child fostering as a means for African fam-

ilies to distribute the cost and benefits of childrearing as well as offset economic

insecurities (Akresh 2005; Caldwell 1997; Eloundou-Enyegue and Shapiro 2004;

Isiugo-Abanihe 1985). However, despite our knowledge of the benefits for commu-

nities, children, and sending families, there is a paucity of research on the extent

to which child fostering is beneficial to receiving households.

In this paper I explore how fostering a child changes the socioeconomic status

(SES) of receiving households in Malawi, using two years of longitudinal data from

a new study. In addition to testing whether or not hosting a foster child affects

households, this empirical research also considers how prior anticipation of fostering

moderates these changes. This approach acknowledges that child fostering is part

of a larger negotiation process that takes place among extended family networks

and that receiving a foster child may or may not be an unanticipated shock to a

household. The results suggest that receiving a foster child is neither a net drain

nor net benefit on family resources. However receiving a foster child as part of

an anticipated arrangement can improve a households SES over time. Despite

the limited geographical context, these findings have implications that reach far

beyond rural Malawi. By demonstrating the role of anticipation in outcomes for

foster families, this research makes the case for treating fostering as an event where

the impact is conditioned by the circumstances that surround it.

1.1.1 Child fostering in sub-Saharan Africa

“Child fostering” refers to a broad, semi-formal institution where children are

voluntarily fostered-out (sending ones children to live with another family) and

fostered-in (absorbing a child into ones household) as needed. Child fostering

typically falls into two categories: crisis and purposive. The former type of fostering

happens when “. . . the natal family of orientation is unable to fulfill [parental] roles

due to illness, death, or divorce.”(Goody 1982:23). Purposive, or “voluntary”,

fostering is an elective process by which children are sent to live with non-natal

family members as part of a decisive arrangement. Although much of the classical

fostering literature focuses on purposive fostering in West Africa, it is important to

note that the practice of purposive and crisis fostering is common in other regions
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of Africa as well (Bicego et al. 2003; McDaniel and Zulu 1996; Madhavan 2004;

Monasch and Boerma 2004; Urassa et al. 1997).

There is a rich literature detailing the functions of child fostering in the sub-

Saharan African context. Fostering is used to strengthen kinship ties (Goody 1982)

as well as to smooth out demographic inequalities, such as childlessness or gender

composition of existing children (Bledsoe and Isiugo-Abanihe 1989; Isiugo-Abanihe

1985; Lloyd and Desai 1992). Additionally, child fostering expands childrens op-

portunities for upward social mobility, particularly in the form of access to educa-

tion and training (Ainsworth and Filmer 2006; Akresh 2009; Bledsoe 1990; Isiugo-

Abanihe 1985). By sending children to wealthier families who become responsible

for the childs basic needs (i.e. health care, food, and education), natal parents

avoid much of the costs associated with these opportunities and childrearing more

generally (Goody 1982).

While typically applied to theories of fertility decline, Caldwel’s wealth flow the-

ory (1976; 1983) also has relevance for understanding the incentives for households

to take in foster children. According to wealth flow theory, children are uniquely

valuable to both parents and communities in sub-Saharan Africa, where the flow

of wealth from younger to older generations is socially normative (Caldwell and

Caldwell 1987). Furthermore, children in high-fertility areas, such as sub-Saharan

Africa, serve as social insurance to parents and communities, thus elevating their

economic value and the incentives to have them.

In some key ways, foster children have the same value and utility as biological

children. Foster children (especially girls) can be sources of cheap domestic labor

within fostering households (Ainsworth and Filmer 2006; Goody 1982). Fostering

also gives couples who have few or no children access to the labor and compan-

ionship that children provide (Bledsoe and Isiugo-Abanihe 1989; Isiugo-Abanihe

1985; Lloyd and Desai 1992). In some communities, child fostering—even of very

young children—is used as a way to ensure old-age support and provide foster par-

ents with future social security (Bledsoe 1990; Bledsoe and Isiugo-Abanihe 1989;

Ntozi 1995). For example, people in the Mende community of Sierra Leone believe

that caring for children—regardless of biological ties—is an investment in one’s

old-age support (Bledsoe and Isiugo-Abanihe 1989). Mende “Grannies” (older

women) who foster receive incentives, such as food and money, from the natal par-
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ents while they are fostering (Bledsoe and Isiugo-Abanihe 1989). A similar system

of incentives occurs among Nigerian Igbo women who foster their grandchildren

(Isiugo-Abanihe 1985). In other contexts, people who take in children from outside

their kin group do so with the explicit expectation of receiving material compen-

sation (Dahl 2009).

Of course, wealth flow theory can also be used to make an argument against

natal families sending children to be fostered. That is, because children are signif-

icant sources of social insurance, sending families may be reluctant to voluntarily

foster out their children. However, fostering is not a zero-sum game, where only

one family can claim the benefits of a child. Unlike child fostering in many West-

ern contexts, voluntary fostering in sub-Saharan Africa does not imply that the

natal family has given up any rights to the child (Goody 1982). In other words,

natal families still expect to receive future benefits from their children, regardless

of whether or not that child spent time living with other families. Additionally,

fostering is a strategic decision on part of the sending family, where the benefits

of sending the child to be fostered outweigh that of keeping the child. Evidence

suggests that the decision to foster out children is largely a risk-coping strategy

for sending families who are faced with an external shock (Akresh 2005). Fur-

thermore, the decision to send a child to a foster family may be made to offset

demographic imbalances (i.e. age and gender composition) within the sending

household (Akresh 2005).

The research outlined above supports the general consensus that African fam-

ilies use child fostering to distribute the cost and benefits of childrearing as well

as to offset economic insecurities (Akresh 2005; Eloundou-Enyegue and Shapiro

2004; Isiugo-Abanihe 1985). Yet, while the motivations to foster in and foster out

children have been extensively documented in previous research, we have a limited

understanding of how absorbing a foster child affects (or does not affect) household

wellbeing. The ongoing AIDS epidemic in the region lends increasing urgency to

this question.
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1.1.2 Child fostering in the context of the AIDS epidemic

Between 1990 and 2009, the number of children in sub-Saharan Africa who were

orphaned due to AIDS increased from less than one million to 14.8 million (UN-

AIDS 2007, 2010), creating what some refer to as an “orphan crisis” in the region.

While scholars remain divided on whether or not families in Africa will be able

to meet the fostering demands of a growing number of orphans (Foster and Ger-

mann 2002; Heuveline 2004; Madhavan 2004; Monasch and Boerma 2004; Urassa

et al. 1997), most agree that the practice of fostering, as it has been historically

understood, is in flux, with evidence indicating that fostering responsibilities are

expanding to new types of households.

Early ethnographic work on child fostering suggests that children were often

fostered to wealthier families when possible (Goody 1982; Isiugo-Abanihe 1985).

In contrast to this, recent studies show that poorer households play a large role in

child fostering, particularly of orphans. This is especially true in areas hit hardest

by the AIDS epidemic (Bicego et al. 2003). The rise in young-adult mortality

has also disproportionately placed the burden of fostering on grandparents (Beegle

et al. 2010a), leading to an increase in “skipped generation” households in some

parts of the continent (Merli and Palloni 2006). Such trends may be indicative of

two things: first, other extended family members are becoming less viable foster

family options; and second, fostering may increasingly be taking place in poorer

households. There are also indications that the orphan crisis has prompted child

fostering to extend further beyond kinship networks than it has in the past (Howard

et al. 2006; Nyambedha et al. 2003). For example, in western Kenya, Nyambedha

et al. (2003) report that “culturally inappropriate” caregivers looked after nearly

a third of orphans in their study.1

Since the onset of the AIDS epidemic, a sizeable body of research has also

emerged on children’s wellbeing and the consequences of orphanhood. Despite

regional variation, these studies generally show that orphans face educational dis-

advantages compared to their non-orphaned counterparts (Beegle et al. 2010a;

Case et al. 2004; Deininger et al. 2003; Monasch and Boerma 2004; Ainsworth

and Filmer 2006, provide a notable exception) and that orphans are at greater

1In this context, the “Culturally inappropriate” category included matrilineal kin and
strangers.
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risk of health-related deficiencies (Beegle et al. 2010b; Cluver et al. 2007; Cluver

and Orkin 2009; Deininger et al. 2003; Subbarao et al. 2001). Evidence that non-

biological foster children face greater disadvantages has given the impression that

households have been struggling to meet the demands of fostering.

Despite the evidence outlined above, there are good reasons to believe that

childcare in the form of fostering is not overwhelming families. First, orphans

continue to constitute only a small proportion of foster children (Grant and Yeat-

man 2012). Second, since the AIDS epidemic, households have shown remarkable

ability to absorb both orphaned and non-orphaned foster children (Caldwell 1997;

Monasch and Boerma 2004; Grant and Yeatman 2012; Hosegood et al. 2007), with

the majority of orphan fostering taking place within households rather than insti-

tutionalized foster homes.

It is impossible to draw any firm conclusions about how families are coping

with increased childcare responsibilities without first considering how fostering

impacts households. Yet, standing in stark contrast to the wealth of literature

on orphan fostering and orphan outcomes, there is a dearth of research on foster

families themselves. A notable exception is a case study in Uganda conducted by

Deininger and colleagues (2003). In this study the researchers used two waves of

panel data to show that receiving a foster child was associated with a significant

reduction in household investment (as measured by agricultural, structural, and

transport equipment) over an eight year period, suggesting that foster children

took up resources that would otherwise have gone towards asset investment.

Deininger and colleagues focus on the negative impacts of fostering on house-

hold well-being and conceptualize fostering as an “unanticipated shock” (2003:1207)

to the household. However, we know from research on decision-making and net-

works in Africa, that fostering a child is likely not an unanticipated shock. Rather,

fostering is part of a process of constant negotiation and risk-assessment strategy,

where social networks and extended family play an integral role (Akresh 2005;

Caldwell 1997). Fostering caregivers often volunteer to take children (Bledsoe and

Isiugo-Abanihe 1989) or, at minimum, expect that they will be called upon to do

so at some point in the future (Johnson-Hanks 2006; Ntozi 1995).

To a certain extent, AIDS has disrupted this process by increasing the num-

ber of orphans, but the epidemic has probably not produced more unanticipated
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fostering shocks. It is more likely that AIDS has elongated the fostering negotia-

tion/expectation process, as the disease has a long latent period and the manifesta-

tion of symptoms are almost certainly diagnosed as AIDS among family members

and close friends. It has been documented that HIV-positive parents make con-

tingency plans for their children in preparation for their own impending mortality

(Klaits 2010). When parents’ have knowledge of infection or perceive their risk of

infection as high, they safeguard their children’s future in the form of education

(Grant 2008). In rural Malawi, people recognize AIDS as a “profound danger” to

children (Watkins 2004:694) and often evoke child wellbeing into the discourse on

prevention strategies (Smith and Watkins 2005; Watkins 2004), placing children

at the forefront of AIDS-related decision making and conversations (Dahl 2009).

On the other hand, evidence that less-preferred types of caretakers (i.e. poor

or non-traditional families) are beginning to play a larger role in fostering children,

may indicate that the normative hierarchy of fostering has been altered. In some

African communities, people’s perceptions of this change is very real (Dahl 2009).

As the delegation of fostering responsibilities broadens, families’ capability to fore-

see future fostering responsibilities may be compromised, leading to an increase

in unanticipated fostering. Either way, anticipation of fostering responsibilities is

a pertinent dimension along which to evaluate if and how receiving a foster child

impacts household wellbeing.

1.1.3 Current study and setting

Despite the wealth of knowledge on the practice of child fostering, our understand-

ing of how households are affected by absorbing a foster child remains limited.

Motivated by this, and acknowledging that fostering is part of a larger anticipa-

tory process, the current study aims to answer two primary research questions.

First, does fostering a child affect the socioeconomic status of receiving house-

holds? This question emphasizes change and moves beyond comparing absolute

differences in the types of household that fosters children (a la Beegle et al. 2010a;

Bicego, Rutstein, and Johnson 2003).

Second, does the level of anticipation of the fostering event moderate the effects

of fostering? To date, the literatures key distinction of fostering is drawn along
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the line of whether or not a household is fostering a child. However, the act of

fostering happens under a range of circumstances, with families likely having a

certain degree of anticipation before actually fostering a child. Fostering as a

true “unanticipated shock” may be indicative of an unexpected crisis. Low levels

of anticipation may also represent that the foster family is either less preferred

or non-traditional. Thus, various levels of anticipation may act to distinguish

fostering households and uncover distinct fostering experiences.

To answer these research questions, the current study focuses on Malawi, a

country in Southern Africa. Malawi is experiencing one of the most severe AIDS

epidemics in sub-Saharan Africa, with a prevalence rate of 11%, and AIDS alone

has orphaned more than half a million children in the country (UNAIDS 2010).

This, in combination with Malawi’s strong tradition of child fostering (Bandawe

and Louw 1997) and acute poverty, make the research questions particularly salient

to the setting.

1.2 Data and Methods

The data used in this paper are from Tsogolo la Thanzi (TLT), a panel study

in Balaka, Malawi. Balaka is a semi-urban area situated in the southern district

of Malawi, but many respondents come from rural villages. TLT collected data

at four-month intervals from 1,500 female and 600 male respondents who were

randomly selected from a sampling frame of 15 to 25 year olds living in census

enumeration areas within seven kilometers of Balaka. The short intervals between

data collection allows for the examination of economic fluctuations over brief pe-

riods of time, something that researchers are often unable to examine in panel

studies where years pass between data collection waves.

While TLT primarily focuses on individual-level characteristics, the study also

gathers household-level information including ownership of household goods, which

is reported by the respondent at every wave. De jure household and child rosters

are also updated at every interview. These data, in combination with the longi-

tudinal nature of TLT allow for the examination of how respondents’ households

change over time.

This paper uses data from waves one through seven of TLT, which were col-
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lected between May 2009 and September 2011. The multivariate analysis uses

pooled data from waves two through seven of the TLT study, converting the an-

alytic sample into person-waves. The sample includes all respondents who com-

pleted at least two waves within that time period (the average number of waves

per respondents is 5.3) and for whom complete information was available on the

measures used in this analysis. Missing data are rare (<10%) and employing list-

wise deletion results in a final study sample of 1,959 individuals who contribute

10,351 person-waves. As shown in Appendix A.1, the analytic sample and full

TLT sample are quite comparable, suggesting that sample selection bias is not

introduced by the use of complete case analysis.

Like other family transitions, the full effects of fostering on households may

not be instantaneous. To account for this, the pooled data are restructured to lag

fostering one wave before the wave in which household SES is assessed, which is

the reason why, with the exception of the fostering variables, wave one data are

omitted from the pooled dataset. This approach ensures that exposure to fostering

precedes changes in household SES, allowing for the assessment of the impact of

fostering a child on future changes in SES rather than detecting a contemporaneous

change.

The data are structured so that once a respondent’s household has taken in a

foster child it is considered a foster family in each subsequent wave. This approach

is adopted primarily due to the relatively short observed interval (two years) and

time between interview waves (four months).2 Treating fostering as such compares

household SES pre- and post-fostering, rather than estimating the effect of adding

a foster child at one point in time.

1.2.1 Dependent variable

The outcome measure is change in the socioeconomic standing (SES) of respon-

dents’ households. The SES measure is a linear index comprised of two household

assets and nine durable goods. Unlike more traditional wealth indices that include

2Accounting for respondents who skipped an interview or interviewed at an unscheduled
time, the time between interviews ranges from one to seven months for the analytic sample.
However, the average length of time between interviews was four months, with 80% respondents
interviewing consistently at that interval.
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a variety of structural assets (flooring material, water supply, sanitation, etc.), the

majority of the index used in this analysis is comprised of durable goods. This

was done in order to better capture economic fluctuation over a relatively short

span of time. Assets used in this index include whether or not the household has

electricity and a metal roof (the latter of which is a distinct marker of household

wealth in rural Malawi). Durable goods include a bed with a mattress, television,

radio, landline or mobile phone, refrigerator, bicycle, motorcycle, animal-drawn

cart, and an automobile.

Weights are assigned to each asset and good using principal-components anal-

ysis in accordance with the same procedure used to construct Demographic Health

Surveys’ wealth index. Television and electricity hold the largest weights and the

lowest weights are assigned to an animal-drawn cart and bicycle.3 The result-

ing index places households on a continuous scale that is relative to the sample

population (Rutstein and Kiersten Johnson 2004). This approach to measuring

SES, something difficult to accurately estimate in developing countries, has been

validated by previous researchers (Filmer and Pritchett 2001; Howe et al. 2008).

Constructing an SES scale at the community level can increase the risk of

grouping, particularly in rural communities where the majority of people tend to

be poor (Vyas and Kumaranayake 2006). To help alleviate this problem Houweling

and colleagues (2003) advise using indicators that are salient to the setting. This

is a distinct advantage of the TLT data, as the study was designed specifically for

Balaka, and thus the indicators used were selected based on local knowledge of what

would differentiate households. While the scale constructed with the TLT data is

skewed to the right (see Figure 1.1), it is relatively moderate compared to other

studies that use country-level wealth indicators to examine localized communities.4

Nonetheless, to be conservative, extreme values in the SES measure used here were

recoded to the 95th percentile.5

3To ensure factorial invariance, the weights were kept consistent across waves. No item re-
ceived a negative weight.

4For comparison examples, see Howe, Hargreaves, and Huttly (2008) and Vyas and Ku-
maranayake (2006) who find extreme positive skewness in Malawi and Rural Ethiopia, respec-
tively, when using DHS data.

5This change had a very limited effect on the results of the multivariate analysis.
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Figure 1.1: Distribution of Household SES at Baseline (Wave 2) for Analytic Sample

1.2.2 Independent variables: child fostering

The primary independent variable is whether or not a respondent’s household

fostered a child between waves. I take two approaches to measuring fostering.

First, a dummy variable (0-1) is used to indicate whether or not the respondent is

fostering a child. The second measure is a four-category variable that takes into

account the respondents’ anticipation of fostering. At each wave, TLT interviewers

ask respondents the following question: “In the next year, how likely is it that you

will foster a new child into your household?”. Responses are measured through

an interactive technique wherein the respondent is given a set of 10 beans and

is asked to shift the number of beans that represents the likelihood of an event

onto a small plate, with a greater number of beans indicating a higher likelihood.6

6The interviewer introduces this method of questioning by asking respondents simple questions
about frequent events. The interviewer and gradually moves to more complex questions in order
to ensure the respondent understand the interactive nature of the questioning. This approach
has previously been used and validated by Delavande and Kohler (2009) and is described in detail
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Cross-sectional distributions of this variable for each wave utilized are shown in

Figure 1.2.
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Figure 1.2: Level of Anticipation of Future Fostering, Full Analytic Sub-Sample

Combining the information on anticipation with reports of whether or not re-

spondents had a non-biological child join their household in the successive wave,

respondents are grouped as follows: 1) respondents who did not foster between

waves (reference group); 2) those who fostered a child but indicated in the previ-

ous wave that there was no likelihood of future fostering (0 beans at previous wave);

3) those who fostered and correctly anticipated those responsibilities (10 beans at

previous wave); and 4) respondents who fostered a child but were uncertain about

whether or not they would foster in the future (1-9 beans at previous wave). These

cut-points for the categories were not determined empirically to ensure any specific

distribution or results. Rather, they were chosen from a conceptual standpoint.

in Trinitapoli and Yeatman (2011).
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Isolating the extreme values (0 beans and 10 beans) to categorize surprise and

anticipation is a conservative approach that reduces ambiguity.

Figure 1.3 illustrates how the longitudinal data are leveraged to place those who

foster into the anticipation categories described above. In Figure 1.3, hypothetical

Respondents A, B, and C all foster at least one child during the six-wave interval,

while hypothetical Respondent D remains a non-fosterer throughout that time pe-

riod. Respondent A reported fostering a child at wave two after indicating at wave

one that there was a “0 beans” chance of doing so, thus he remains a “surprised

fosterer” from wave two onward. At wave three, Respondent B reported that there

was a “7 beans” chance of fostering within the next year. When Respondent B

reported fostering a child at wave 4, her status changed from a non-fosterer to an

uncertain fosterer. Respondent C reported fostering twice–once at wave three and

again at wave five. This respondent was initially categorized as an uncertain fos-

terer in wave three based on her level of anticipation at wave two. After the second

fostering event in wave five, she entered the “anticipated” fostering category based

on her level of anticipation at wave four.

Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Wave 4 Wave 5 Wave 6

Respondent A

Respondent B

Respondent C

Respondent D

0 beans Surprised Fosterer

5 beans 6 beans 7 beans
Uncertain Fosterer

10 beans 8 beans
Uncertain Fosterer

10 beans
Anticipated Fosterer

0 beans 0 beans 5 beans 7 beans 5 beans 3 beans

Respondent reported fostering.
Italics reflects coding of anticipatory fostering category.

Non-Fosterer

Non-Fosterer

Non-Fosterer

Non-Fosterer

Figure 1.3: Structure of the Panel Data and Coding of the Anticipatory Fostering
Variable
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1.2.3 Control variables

I use fixed-effects regression models to estimate the effect of fostering on socioe-

conomic status over time. The fixed effects approach measures within-individual

differences, effectively controlling for all observed and unobserved time-invariant

variables such as gender, tribe, and static personality characteristics (Allison 1994).

Accordingly, background variables that are time invariant, or nearly so, are ex-

cluded from these models. However, I include time-varying sociodemographic

variables that the literature establishes as important predictors of socioeconomic

status. These include:

(a) Marital status : This is a binary measure distinguishing respondents who are

single from those who are married or cohabiting.

(b) Educational attainment : This variable reflects the highest year of education

ever completed by the respondent and is treated as a continuous variable.

(c) School enrollment : In addition to educational attainment, I include a dummy

variable that signifies whether or not the respondent was enrolled in school at

the time of the interview.

(d) Income: The amount of money the respondent reported making in the month

preceding his or her interview. Measured in thousands of Malawian Kwacha.

(e) Household Size: A continuous measure representing the respondents de jure

household size. To measure the effect of adding additional household mem-

bers other than the foster child, one household member was subtracted from

households that fostered a child.

(f) Time: A continuous variable representing the survey wave is included in each

model to estimate the effects of change over time and control for a maturation

effect as individuals move through the life course.

In addition to the sociodemographic variables, the multivariate analyses also

control for various shocks that the respondent could have experienced between

survey waves and that would also influence household socioeconomic status. These

include dummy variables for whether the respondents lost their job, got a better

job, or moved houses between interviews.
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1.2.4 Analytic approach

As noted above, I use fixed-effects pooled time series models to estimate the ef-

fect of fostering on changes in socioeconomic status. For interpretation purposes,

coefficients for fixed effects models can be interpreted similarly to those in ordi-

nary least squares (OLS) regression. Because this analysis looks at change over

time, all independent variables should be interpreted as changes experienced by

respondents.

Fixed effects models have several advantages for estimating the effects of events

on continuous outcomes in panel data, two of which are particularly salient for the

present study (see Allison 1994 and Johnson 1995 for a detailed description of the

costs and benefits of this modeling strategy). First, this approach allows for the in-

clusion of respondents who have not contributed information to every wave. This

is especially appropriate for intensive longitudinal studies, such as TLT, where

respondents may miss waves due to labor migration or illness without attriting

from the sample entirely. Second, this technique offers the ability to obtain unbi-

ased estimates of change over time. That fixed-effects procedures control for both

observed and unobserved time-invariant characteristics ensures that the models

estimates are independent of selection bias and all other time-invariant differences

between respondents.

1.3 Results

Table 1.1 provides a descriptive overview of the pooled time series data. The

statistics in the pooled data highly reflect the cross sectional description of the

sample taken from the first wave of our analysis (see Appendix A.2), with the

expected variation (e.g. increasing educational attainment and a higher percentage

of marriage as respondents move through the life course, which is reflected in the

pooled data).

Within each wave analyzed, between 6 and 12 percent of respondents fostered

a child. Twenty percent of individuals in our sample had a child join their house

at some point during the observed interval. However, after pooling the data and

accounting for attrition, exposure to fostering represents 17 percent of all person-
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Table 1.1: Fostering Characteristics and Descriptive Statistics for
Pooled Time-Series Data

Variable Mean S.D. Range
Household SES -0.08 1.74 -2.05 - 4.77
% Fostered a child 17.6 0.38 0 - 1
Educational Attainment (years) 7.37 2.72 0 - 13
% Married 42.1 0.49 0 - 1
% Student 36.1 0.48 0 - 1
Monthly Income (in thousands of Kwacha) 2.22 6.56 0 - 250.00
Household Size 5.11 2.23 1 - 17
% Moved household 12.8 0.33 0 - 1
% Lost Job 0.5 0.07 0 - 1
% Better Job 1.7 0.13 0 - 1

N=10,351 person-waves representing 1,959 individuals

Table 1.2: Anticipation Categories of Fosterers within
Pooled Time-Series Data

Fostering Category
Variables N Percent of Sample
Never Fostered 8,533 82.44
Fostered 1,818 17.56

By Prior Anticipation
Surprised 266 2.57
Anticipated 252 2.43
Uncertain 1,300 12.56

N=10,351 person-waves representing 1,959 individuals

waves analyzed. Table 1.2 divides people who fostered according to their respective

anticipation (as measured four months prior to fostering a child). As expected, the

majority (three-quarters) of respondents who fostered a child fall into the uncertain

category. Interestingly, the rest of the fosterers were nearly evenly split between

correctly anticipating the fostering event and not anticipating the event at all.
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1.3.1 Multivariate Analysis

I take multiple steps in evaluating the effects of fostering on respondents’ household

SES. I start by assessing the general pattern of wealth over time for respondents. I

then estimate the effects of fostering as a binary status by comparing those whose

household fosters a child to those who do not. Before examining the role of an-

ticipation, I establish the validity of TLT’s measure of anticipation. Finally, to

understand if and how anticipation of fostering may produce differential outcomes

for foster families, I estimate models that treat fostering as a circumstance-specific

event conditioned by anticipation.

Research question one: does fostering a child affect the socioeconomic status of

receiving households?

Model A in Table 1.3 contains the results of the first fixed-effect time series

model, which simply evaluates how household SES changed over the observed

interval. In the absence of any controls, respondents experienced an increase in

SES over time. This finding is indicative of a maturation effect and is in accordance

with what we would expect for young people moving through the life course. That

all respondents experience a general increase in SES over time is important to note

as we evaluate the impact of other events.

Table 1.3: Fixed Effects Regression Models of the
Effect of Time and Fostering on Household SES

Model A Model B
Time 0.028*** 0.027***

(0.004) (0.004)
Fostering 0.011

(0.031)
Constant -0.148*** -0.149***

(0.012) (0.012)

Person-waves 10,351 10,351
Individuals 1,959 1,959
Within individual R2 0.006 0.006
Standard errors in parentheses.
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001
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Figure 1.4: Proportion of Sample that Fostered a Child in Wave 2 by Wave 1 Antici-
pation Level

Model B in Table 1.3 reveals that people who foster a child do not experience a

differential change in SES compared to non-fosterers. Taken at face value, we may

be led to conclude that fostering a child does not have any impact on households

SES. However, as argued previously, conceptualizing fostering as a purely binary

status may mask an important relationship between fostering and household out-

comes. Because of the evidence that fosterers are a heterogeneous group, I move

on to examine the second research question.

Research question two: does anticipation of fostering matter?

Before considering the role of anticipation in outcomes for foster families, I es-

tablish the validity of the anticipation measure by determining its ability to predict

future fostering. To do this, I use data from the first two waves of the TLT study

to capture the initial cohort of individuals who fostered a child (i.e. those who

reported receiving a foster child at wave two). Using logistic regression, I regress

whether or not respondents fostered at wave two (1=yes, 0=no) on their level of
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anticipation at wave one. I also control for basic sociodemographic characteristics

such as gender, age, household SES, and marital status, which were also measured

at wave one (see Appendix A.3 for full model). While not the strongest relative to

other factors, the measure of anticipation is revealed to be a statistically significant

predictor of future fostering. Substantively, a persons odds of fostering a child at

wave two increased by six percent for every additional bean he or she shifted to the

positive side of the table in wave one. Figure 1.4 shows the relationship between

level of anticipation at wave one and fostering at wave two.

Despite the strong relationship between anticipation of fostering responsibil-

ities and subsequent fostering, surprised fostering does exist within our sample.

Thirteen percent of people who reported fostered at wave two indicated at wave

one that there was no chance of their household fostering a child within the next

year. Likewise, slightly less that fifteen percent of those reporting fostering at wave

two accurately anticipated doing so during their wave one interview.

Model C in Table 1.4 considers fostering as an event categorized by prior an-

ticipation. This model reveals that people who correctly anticipate their fostering

responsibilities differ significantly from non-fosterers. Specifically, anticipating fos-

tering responsibilities is associated with a .139 gain in household SES score over

respondents who do not foster. The temporal order of events allows us to interpret

these results as an actual gain in SES rather than a selection effect. In other words,

the fostering event precedes the differential gain in SES for these families. While

not shown in this model, change in anticipation of future fostering from wave to

wave (i.e. independent of actually fostering) has no main effect on socioeconomic

standing.

While surprised and uncertain fosterers experience neither a significant increase

nor decrease in SES in comparison to non-fosterers, rotating the reference cate-

gories to examine pairwise relationships show that those who anticipate fostering

are significantly different from their surprised counterparts (p=0.045). Anticipated

fosterers experience a .187 increase in SES over those households that foster by

surprise (model available upon request).7

7Supplementary analyses explored the effect of anticipation using different cut-points to define
surprised and anticipated fostering. Expanding the definition of surprised fostering to include
those who selected either zero or one-bean chance of fostering and anticipated fostering to include
those who selected either a nine or ten-bean chance of fostering produced similar results. These
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Table 1.4: Fixed Effects Regression models of the Effect on Household
Socioeconomic Status by Anticipatory Fostering Status

Model C Model D
Time 0.027*** 0.029***

(0.004) (0.005)
Prior Anticipation (ref. = non-fosterers)
Surprised Fostering -0.048 0.009

(0.066) (0.066)
Anticipated Fostering 0.139* 0.174*

(0.071) (0.071)
Uncertain Fostering 0.000 0.043

(0.035) (0.035)
Sociodemographic controls
Educational Attainment 0.018

(0.020)
Student 0.077*

(0.034)
Marital Status 0.065

(0.038)
Income 0.006***

(0.002)
Household Size 0.057***

(0.007)
Shocks
Household move 0.065**

(0.024)
Lost job 0.130

(0.102)
Found a better job 0.034

(0.061)
Constant -0.149*** -0.649***

(0.012) (0.149)

Person waves 10,351 10,351
Individuals 1,959 1,959
Within individual R2 0.006 0.017
Standard errors in parentheses.
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001



21

Including sociodemographic controls and accounting for shocks (Model D in Ta-

ble 1.4) does not explain the ways in which anticipatory fostering acts to further

increase household SES. Rather, after controlling for a host of other changes, the

significant effect of anticipated fostering on household SES remains. Other vari-

ables operate as we would expect, with the exception of changing jobs, which has

no impact on household SES. Being enrolled in school and an increase in monthly

income acts to increase SES. Also, the addition of a household member above and

beyond the foster child increases household SES, likely because the addition of an

adult is accompanied by that individual’s capital. Changing households is also

associated with an increase in SES. In order to rule out the possibility that mov-

ing to a new household is driving the relationship we observe between anticipated

fostering and SES, I have tested for the presence of an interaction effect between

the fostering categories and moving, but found no evidence of such an interaction

(model available upon request).

1.4 Summary and Discussion

Child fostering has long been regarded as being beneficial to households, commu-

nities, and children alike. However, little empirical work has explored the impact

of fostering a child for receiving families. This study attempts to gain a greater

insight into how fostering households cope with extra childcare responsibilities over

time by using socioeconomic standing as a proxy for household wellbeing. I take

an approach that accounts for the heterogeneity of fostering experiences. Treating

child fostering as conditioned by prior anticipation acknowledges the reciprocal na-

ture of decision-making among African kin networks. The results of this analysis

also lend support for more nuanced examinations of family processes generally.

The empirical results show that when fostering is treated simply as an event

newly defined anticipated fosterers continued to experience a significantly larger increase in SES
than their non-fostering counterparts (coefficient=0.197; p=0.002). Households that fostered out
of anticipation under this expanded definition continue to show a significantly greater increase
in SES than their surprised counterparts (p=0.026). Expansion of the surprised and anticipated
categories and reduction the uncertain categories (to include those who selected between two
and eight beans) also significantly distinguished uncertain fosterers from anticipated fosterers
(p=0.005), with anticipated fosterers exhibiting a greater increase in SES compared to uncertain
fosterers.
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that either happened or did not happen, fostering seems not to impact a house-

hold’s SES over a two year time period. However, disaggregating fostering ac-

cording to prior anticipation, reveals that households that anticipate fostering re-

sponsibilities experience significant SES gains over surprised fosterers as well as

non-fostering households. This finding is robust when accounting for the effect of

other variables explored in this research.

This study was unable to explain the process by which anticipation acts to

increase SES among fostering households. When receiving a foster child is antici-

pated, a household may increase its resources through ways that are not measured

in the TLT data. Drawing from previous research, these may include child labor

or domestic work (Ainsworth 1996; Andvig et al. 1999; Goody 1982). However, if

this is the case, I find no evidence that such labor allows other members of the

household to get a new or improved form of employment. One alternative ex-

planation may be that anticipation represents other qualities that make fostering

households more likely to experience an increase in wealth. For example, antic-

ipation could represent greater stability within a household, or, at minimum be

indicative of good relations among extended family members. Nonetheless, more

work is needed to flush out the meaning of anticipation as it relates to the process

of child fostering.

Results also indicate that foster families who do not completely anticipate fos-

tering responsibilities may not experience the gains associated with anticipatory

fostering. However, the fact that these fostering households are not significantly

worse-off than their non-fostering counterparts in terms of change in SES is encour-

aging, especially considering that these households—particularly the “surprised”

ones—have likely experienced fostering as a true “shock”. Still, more research is

needed on the prevalence of surprised and unanticipated fostering to truly flush

out the implications of such events.

The findings presented in this paper yield new results that are empirically

robust and theoretically coherent. Nevertheless, this study has several limitations.

First, by using a young sample, “skipped generation” households containing only

foster children and grandparents are not likely captured in this analysis. Thus,

caution should be taken in generalizing the findings to these types of households.

Second, this study uses the anticipation of one household member as a proxy for
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the level of anticipation of the household. However, given the collective nature of

fostering decisions, it is likely that all household members are aware of potential

future fostering, at least to a certain extent. The significant predictive ability of

the anticipation measure within TLT data also lends support to the validity of the

anticipation of one household member. Third, the geographical scope of this study

is limited. Yet, given the poverty and high HIV prevalence in the study region,

we would expect detrimental effects of fostering to be manifest among this sample.

The fact that we observe positive outcomes for some fostering households in such

a setting is encouraging.

Finally, anticipation is but one aspect that characterizes a fostering experience.

To ascertain a fuller picture of the experience for fostering households, future re-

search should consider characteristics of the foster child, such as age and gender.

Likewise, socioeconomic status is only one measure of household wellbeing. Re-

search in this area would benefit greatly from specialized studies focused on fos-

tering households to understand other ways in which households undergo change

upon fostering a child.

While the orphan crisis is certainly impacting the sub-Saharan Africa, addi-

tional caretaking responsibilities may not be as detrimental to the African family

as some have suggested. Child fostering does not seem to damage the socioeco-

nomic standing of host households. In fact, under some circumstances, households

that absorb a foster child may experience net economic benefits over time.



Appendix A
Supplementary Tables

Table A.1: Comparison of Full and Analytic Sub-Sample for Key Variables

Full Sample Analytic Sample

Variable Mean S.D. Mean S.D.
Household SES -0.03 1.78 -0.08 1.74
%Fostered a child 17.4 0.38 17.6 0.38
Educational Attainment (years) 7.43 2.73 7.37 2.72
% Married 41.4 0.49 42.1 0.49
% Student 37.0 0.48 36.1 0.48
Monthly Income (in Kwacha) 2.20 6.49 2.22 6.56
Household Size 4.92 2.22 4.92 2.22
Moved house 13.0 0.34 12.8 0.33
%Lost Job 0.60 0.07 0.50 0.07
% Found Better Job 1.70 0.13 1.70 0.13
Person-waves 10,838 10,351
Individuals 2,064 1,959
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Table A.2: Cross-sectional Description of Sample at the Beginning of the
Observed Interval (Wave 2)

Variable Mean S.D. Range
Household SES -0.07 1.79 -2.05 - 4.77
Educational Attainment 7.22 2.72 0 - 13
% Married 37.6 0.48 0 - 1
% Student 44.1 0.50 0 - 1
Monthly Income (in thousands of Kwacha) 2.30 8.04 0 - 250.00
Household Size 5.15 2.23 1 - 17
(N=1,878 individuals)

Table A.3: Wave 1 Predictors of Fostering in Wave 2

Odds Ratio
Anticipation level 1.062**

(0.024)
Household SES 1.226***

(0.049)
Marital Status 1.843**

(0.357)
Gender 1.059

(0.196)
Age 0.978

(0.027)
Observations 1,812
Standard errors in parentheses;
all predictor variables measured at wave 1.
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001
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