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Background

HelpAge International is a global network of not 
for profit organizations with a mission to work 
with and for disadvantaged older people world-
wide to achieve a lasting improvement in the 
quality of their lives. With 111 affiliates and more 
than 200 partners across more than 70 countries, 
the HelpAge network brings together hundreds of 
organizations worldwide to provide a wide range 
of rights-based interventions in social protection, 
sustainable livelihoods, HIV, health and emergen-
cy response.  

HelpAge has worked on HIV and AIDS sub-sec-
tor for over a decade, focusing on older people 
both as an at-risk group and in their critical role 
as caregivers of Orphans and Vulnerable Chil-
dren (OVC) and People Living with HIV (PLHIV). 
Both HelpAge’s community-level survey data and 
studies by UNICEF  indicate that at least 40-60 
per cent of children orphaned by AIDS are be-
ing cared for by an older caregiver, mainly their 
grandmothers. 

As young adults succumb to AIDS, evidence 
shows that family structures are changing with 
‘skipped generation households’, comprising of 
older people and children. These ‘older head-
ed households’ are emerging as a new category 
of household in several countries. Due to their 
disproportionately higher levels of poverty, older 
caregivers face tremendous challenges in their 
ability to provide for and facilitate access to core 
services for children in their care. 

Older people’s caregiving role at a stage in life 
when they themselves need support often ex-
acerbate pre-existing economic vulnerability by 
depleting their meagre incomes and savings and 
often resulting in disposal of household assets 
further spiraling inter-generational poverty. 

In a study that HelpAge carried out on inter-gen-
erational households, two key issues were high-
lighted: that OVC prefer to live with their grand-
parents as opposed to any other caregiver, and 
that the care giving is complementary with OVC 
also feeling a sense of responsibility towards 
their grandparents.  In line with all these factors, 
HelpAge believes that economic empowerment of 
older caregivers using a family-centered approach 
would strengthen both family relationships and 
their capacity to care for orphans and vulnerable 
children, improving their wellbeing outcomes in a 
sustainable manner. 

HelpAge’s focus on older caregivers not only guar-
antees reach of up to 60% of OVC but also pro-
vides an opportunity for intergenerational dialogue 
aimed at addressing socio-cultural and behavioral 
risk factors that propagate the HIV pandemic.

The description below outlines HelpAge’s expe-
rience in OVC programming as aligned to the 
USAID/Kenya Request for Applications (RFA) titled 
“Support for Orphans and Vulnerable Chil-
dren in Nairobi and Coast Counties of Ken-
ya”. 
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Household Economic Strengthening to En-
hance Capacity to Protect and Care for OVCs 

HelpAge has extensive experience in implement-
ing sustainable economic initiatives to enable 
older people households to meet basic needs for 
themselves and orphaned children in their care. A 
key lesson from HelpAge experience in economic 
strengthening is that interventions depend on con-
text and that there is need to ensure good market 
survey before implementation of the program.  
Involvement of older people in the planning and 
the design of interventions are critical.  Successful 
household economic strengthening interventions 
that HelpAge has implemented include: basket-
ry and mat- making, sewing, goat and chicken 
rearing, vegetable growing, jewelry-making and 
handicrafts. Older caregiver support groups are a 
key community structure which facilitates these 
income generating activities.

HelpAge’s approach to household economic 
strengthening is both practical and innovative. 
For instance in Ethiopia, where food shortages 
are common, an innovative scheme to support 
sheep-farmers has been introduced by HelpAge 
International and the Ethiopian Rural Self Help 
Association.  The scheme is based on a traditional 
“hand-on” scheme where people who are relative-
ly well-off pass the first lambs from their sheep 
to a poorer person. This person in turn passes 
their sheep’s first lambs to another person. If the 
sheep are healthy this can continue indefinitely. A 
committee of volunteers with help from the gov-

ernment veterinary department bought two lambs 
each for 50 people aged 55 and over (all able 
to do the work involved in caring for the lambs 
themselves or with family members who could) 
and provided appropriate training. After two years 
165 older people are now in the scheme. They 
have 560 sheep between them but have sold 
many more. Their incomes and quality of life have 
greatly improved. 

In Tanzania, HelpAge has supported older people 
to establish support groups for older caregivers 
both for psychosocial support for older persons as 
well as for economic strengthening as mentioned 
above.  Older people work in small businesses to 
raise money which is deposited in a village social 
fund managed by older people’s committees. The 
social fund is boosted by income generated from 
the hire of community-owned assets such as ox-
carts and ploughs. 

This fund is used to help meet the basic needs of 
OVCs and their older carers including paying for 
transport costs health facilities and buying school 
items such as books and uniform. In Mozambique, 
HelpAge implemented a community managed 
credit programmes offering loans at affordable 
interests. As well as providing affordable access to 
credit, the programme was designed to generate 
income for the village social fund to assist more 
vulnerable members of the community. Thus when 
loans were repaid, the capital element plus half 
of the interest was re-loaned and the remainder 
interest was paid into the social fund. 
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An evaluation found that the programme had 
helped people generate enough money to cater 
for business needs such as food and clothes.  It 
also found that orphaned and vulnerable children 
living in villages not reached by the programme 
were more likely to have to contribute to the 
income generation of the family by working or 
selling firewood or charcoal.  

In Kenya, HelpAge has worked with local partners 
in Kisumu, Siaya , Homa Bay  and Kiambu Coun-
ties to support livelihoods for older people living 
with OVC specifically in provision of agricultural 
inputs, provision of start-up materials/equipment/
capital for trained OVCs to initiate businesses and 
in setting up of community banking systems.  The 
table below summarises HelpAge work in Kenya in 
OVC response. In Uganda, HelpAge has supported 
IGA activities including training on entrepreneurial 
skills for orphaned youths. 

An advocacy objective for HelpAge and its part-
ners is for these economic strengthening inter-
ventions to be replicated and scaled up such as 
being included in national HIV and AIDS strategic 
plans, country and district development plans and 
budgets and mainstreamed into community de-
velopment programs by other civil society organi-
zations.  

For example a care and support action in the 
Kenya National AIDS Strategic Plan 2009/10 – 
2012/13 was to support programmes that reach 
the elderly and child-headed households using 
community support mechanism, which was a re-
sult of advocacy by HelpAge.    

Thematic 
Focus  

Key Activities  Geographical 
Focus (Counties) 

Partners 

Food and 
nutrition 

Supplementary feeding/supply of nutritional 
supplements 

Kisumu , Siaya and  
Homa Bay  

Ahero Joot Social Services, Asumbi St. 
Francis & Kenya Society for People with 
AIDS 

Education and 
vocational 
training 

Direct provision of school uniforms, school fees 
and scholastic materials. IGAs in schools to 
provide OVCs with access to food and school 
materials to contribute to retention in schools. 
Enrolment and support for OVCs in vocational 
skills training. 

Kisumu , Siaya and  
Homa Bay 

Ahero Joot Social Services, Asumbi St. 
Francis & Kenya Society for People with 
AIDS 

Psychosocial 
support 

Training of home-based care givers and peer 
educators to provide psychosocial support to 
OVCs 

Kisumu , Siaya and  
Homa Bay 

Ahero Joot Social Services, Asumbi St. 
Francis & Kenya Society for People with 
AIDS 

Shelter C onstruction/repair of shelters for households 
with OVCs 

Kisumu , Siaya, 
Homa Bay and 
Kiambu 

Ahero Joot Social Services, Asumbi St. 
Francis & Kenya Society for People with 
AIDS (for western Kenya) and Integrated 
AIDS Programme & Christian 
Community Services  

Economic 
strengthening/
opportunity 

Provision of agricultural and IGA support to 
households caring for OVCs, provision of start-up 
materials/equipment/capital for trained OVCs to 
initiate businesses. Setting up of community 
banking systems. 

Kisumu , Siaya, 
Homa Bay and 
Kiambu 

Ahero Joot Social Services, Asumbi St. 
Francis & Kenya Society for People with 
AIDS (for western Kenya) and Integrated 
AIDS Programme & Christian 
Community Services (for Kiambu 
County) 

    Table 1: Summary of HelpAge OVC response in Kenya

Increasing Access to Physical and Psychoso-
cial Health Services for OVC and their Fami-
lies 

HelpAge works with communities to enhance 
access to health and psychosocial services for 
OVCs, older people living with them and other 
vulnerable groups. In collaboration with Regional 
Psychosocial Support Initiative (REPPSI), HelpAge 
has developed policy and programming guidelines 
for psychosocial care and support for older car-
ers of orphaned and vulnerable children; these 
guidelines have been adopted and implemented 
in a number of Sub Saharan Africa including in 
Kenya where they have been used to train home-
based care givers and peer educators to provide 

psychosocial support to OVCs and their caregiv-
ers in Kisumu, Siaya and Homa Bay counties. 
In Mozambique, HelpAge has supported home-
based care initiatives where trained counsellors 
regularly visit homes of OVC and their families to 
provide psychosocial support. 

Given that older carers often believe in and 
seek traditional remedies when they or OVCs in 
their care fall ill, HelpAge recognizes the need 
to engage with traditional healers especially in 
psychosocial counseling and referring to formal 
health care. This partnership model has been 
tried in HelpAge projects in South Africa with 
some notable success.
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Increasing Access to Social Protection and 
Secure Incomes

In several countries, HelpAge has supported the 
formation of Older People’s Forums and Older 
People Monitoring Groups (OPMGs) that have 
been instrumental in lobbying for improved access 
to government services including social pension. 
Social pension and cash transfers are a lifeline to 
OVCs and their older care-givers. But awareness 
of this entitlement is often low, lack of identity 
cards deter older people from applying and loop-
holes in enforcement of the eligibility criteria often 
yield to corruption.  

The Older People’s Forums and Older People Moni-
toring Groups (OPMGs) have been key in enabling 
older people to gain awareness of their entitle-
ments, air grievances and hold their governments 
to account. In Kenya HelpAge is an implement-
ing partner in the Hunger Safety Net Programme 
(HSNP), a government-led social protection pro-
gramme delivering long-term, guaranteed cash 
transfers to the poorest and most vulnerable 
households in four chronically food insecure coun-
ties of Turkana, Marsabit, Mandera and Wajir.  

HelpAge’s role in the programme is to inform 
potential participants of their rights to participate 
in the Hunger Safety Net Programme (HSNP) and 
to provide a platform for addressing complaints 
and grievances that arise in the implementation 
process.  The work also includes defining a HSNP 
Charter of Programme Rights, designing a system 
for handling complaints and grievances, imple-

menting an outreach programme and providing a 
“Programme Complaints Adjudication and Refer-
ral” function. 

In Mozambique, HelpAge supported formation of 
Social Assistance Committees (SAC) that iden-
tify older people headed households caring for 
orphans and other vulnerable children. The SACs 
facilitate OVC’s access to services available in the 
community, such as counseling, credit, healthcare 
and schooling. For example, 2,381 OVCs (1,079 
girls) were assisted by the SACs to secure fees 
waivers allowing them to continue with schooling.
OVCs often lack birth certificates and their older 
caregiver either do not have identity cards or have 
lost/misplaced them. Without these necessary 
documents access to critical government services 
and entitlements is often difficult.  Obtaining new 
documents takes time, can be difficult and in-
volves some expense.  In response to this prob-
lem, HelpAge has worked with the responsible 
government departments to aggressively reach 
out to older people and OVCs who require the 
documents. 

In Kenya, this initiative is part of expanding ac-
cess to the Hunger Safety Net programme (HSNP) 
in the ASAL counties. In South Africa, HelpAge 
partnered with local organizations to launch a 
‘Get Your Documents Campaign’ that utilized peer 
educators to reach out to older people and OVC 
for identification and birth registration documents.  
In Mozambique, HelpAge implemented a project 
to enhance access to birth registration for OVCs. 
By the end of the project over 4500 children had 
been registered in Tete and Gaza provinces. 
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Increasing OVCs’ Access to Education

One of the many effects of HIV and AIDS is the 
impact it has on the education of children espe-
cially OVCs.  Orphans are more likely than other 
children to be excluded from school as a result 
of issues related to household poverty, age, and 
their relationship with their guardian.  The eco-
nomic strain placed on families of older people 
and orphans means that older people are under 
pressure to engage in income earning activities, 
and that children often drop out of school to find 
work, or because the family cannot afford the 
school fees. Even if older caregivers manage to 
secure school fees, they are often unable to cover 
other essential items such as uniforms, books and 
transport costs. 

As a result orphans and vulnerable children are 
often unable to take up their right to education, 
even where universal primary education policies 
exist. In Tanzania, a HelpAge study in 5 districts 
found that about 30% of OVC were often absent 
from school due to lack of school fees and basics 
such as school uniform and writing materials. In 
response, HelpAge partnered with local district 
councils for sponsorship and provided school 
uniforms, books and stationery materials to OVC. 
The support resulted in significant improvement in 
attendance, discipline and better performance in 
class work by the supported OVC. 

In Kenya, a similar intervention by HelpAge and 
partners in Nyanza province provided school 
uniforms, school fees and scholastic materials. 
In addition the project supported enrolment and 
support for OVCs in vocational skills training. In 
South Africa, HelpAge’s initiative to find sustain-
able means of supporting school items entailed 
establishing a social enterprise selling school 
items to individual parents and schools with part 
of the profits being used to provide free uniforms 
and books for children in difficult circumstances. 

Apart from financial support towards education 
for OVCs, HelpAge’s initiatives have also included 
a collaborative effort with schools and volunteer 
coaches to monitor the academic performance 
of orphans and establishing peer group support 
scheme combined for both OVCs and other chil-
dren where children can talk and express their 
concerns in a supportive environment. 

In one of the HelpAge’s project in South Africa, 
this model has worked well in imparting life skills 
especially for girls as they enter the vulnerable 
teen age-group. 

Enabling OVCs and their foster families to 
access legal services

In Uganda, HelpAge has trained and worked with 
community-based paralegals to raise awareness of 
rights and entitlements and to provide legal sup-
port to OVCs and their older caregivers. Through 
the paralegals HelpAge has strengthened the link 
between health facilities, the police and judiciary 
to ensure a continuum of care for OVC and their 
families to resolve cases of abuse, domestic vio-
lence and disinheritance of family property. A total 
of 9,478 OVCs benefited from the initiative by the 
end of the project but the paralegals continue to 
provide the services long after the project ended 
thus proving this as a sustainable approach. 

HelpAge also supports an initiative of creating 
“family folders” where elderly people and their 
grandchildren jointly document the family history 
and issues considered important to pass on to the 
next generation. Through a similar initiative by 
HelpAge in Uganda over 500 older people care-
givers and PLWHA were provided legal support in 
developing memory books and wills thus helping 
to protect inheritance rights of OVCs. 

 

Experiences from HelpAge Memory book 
project in Uganda 
 Over 500 Older carers trained to develop 

memory books and to write wills  
 As a result of the memory book project 

older carers reported enhanced support to 
children and youth in their care  

 The memory book project helped OVCs to 
trace their unknown relatives including lost 
fathers 

 Working on memory books together with 
older OVCs was reported to have 
psychosocial benefits for both the carers and 
the OVCs 

 As a result of memory book project OVCs 
reported less self stigma.  
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HelpAge International, Kenya

HelpAge International, East, West and Central 
Africa Regional Development 
Centre,
P.O. Box 14888, 00800 Nairobi;
Tel: 254-20-2637853/4, 254-721-361608; 254-
733-333246; 
Fax: 254-20-4441052;  
Off Shanzu Rd, Westlands, Nairobi, Kenya
Website: www.helpage.org

Evidence Generation, Learning and Advocacy

Evidence-based learning and advocacy have been 
at the core of HelpAge’s work in Kenya and the 
region over the last decade. Some of the notable 
successes include: 
 Within Southern African Development 
Community (SADC), HelpAge has successfully 
managed to lobby for inclusion of key OVC in-
terventions in the strategic framework and pro-
gramme of action, including 1) direct support to 
cover health costs (conditional social transfers and 
fee waivers to ensure access to health care), 2) 
Support for parenting and care-giving responsibil-
ities, and 3) Social transfers for carers of children, 
IGA for households. HelpAge was a co-organizer 
of the SADC regional meeting on the OVCY Stra-
tegic Framework and Programme of Action (2008-
2015), held on 12 – 13 September 2012 in Johan-
nesburg, along with UNICEF, RIATT-ESA, REPSSI 
and Save the Children. HelpAge was also a mem-
ber of the SADC technical working group which 
developed the SADC OVCY Strategic Framework 
and Implementation Guidelines. 

The regional meeting in Johannesburg brought to-
gether over 300 participants from SADC Member 
States including government representatives, UN 
agencies, development partners and civil soci-
ety to agree on the national level mechanism to 
ensure integration of the SADC Minimum Package 
of Services into national level OVCY and families/
carers policies and strategic framework. 

 HelpAge played a leading role in getting 
the AU Social Policy Framework adopted and 
through intense lobbying managed to secure the 
inclusion of support to older carers of OVC and 
data disaggregation by age in the current AU 
Health Strategy.

 HelpAge in collaboration with Regional In-
ter Agency Task Team on Children and AIDS (RI-
ATT-ESA) Secretariat recommended amendments 
to the 2012 – 2014 EAC Realigned HIV and AIDS 
Multi-sectoral Strategic Plan to ensure the inclu-
sion and actions for the impact of HIV and AIDS 

on older people and children. The Realigned Plan 
was approved by the 8th EAC Sectoral Council on 
Health that was convened between 8th -11thOcto-
ber 2012. 

HelpAge also participated in the Regional Stake-
holders Meetings on the East African Legislative 
Assembly (EALA) Regional HIV Bill in 2012 and 
teamed up with VSO to advocate on community 
and home-based care for children orphaned by 
AIDS and people living with HIV, and the role of 
older caregivers of OVC and PLHIV. The Bill was 
passed by the East African Legislative Assembly 
in 2012 with inclusion of clauses submitted by 
HelpAge.

 With technical support from HelpAge, 
responses to older people have been included in 
national HIV and AIDS strategic plans and guide-
lines in Kenya, Mozambique, Ethiopia, Uganda, 
Zambia and Zimbabwe. Such policy engagement 
has also been accompanied by the preparation of 
key documents that form the basis of training and 
policy implementation (e.g. the Uganda National 
Nutritional and Home-Based Care Guidelines).

 Recognizing that older people, more so 
those in caregiving roles, are more vulnerable in 
emergencies - both conflict and natural disasters- 
and yet less than 1% of humanitarian aid targets 
older people, HelpAge developed a specialist 
training package known as Helping Older People 
in Emergencies (HOPE). The training is aimed at 
helping humanitarian practitioners gain an un-
derstanding of older people’s particular needs in 
emergencies and provide them with the tools and 
the know-how to put age-friendly humanitarian 
programming into practice. The HOPE training has 
to date been rolled out to over 500 humanitarian 
workers working in over 15 countries.

 HelpAge has published widely on the 
subjects of HIV & AIDS and ageing. Apart from 
regular publications in peer reviewed journals, 
HelpAge produces periodical newsletters at global 
and regional levels.


