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Abstract 
We explore the spatial distribution of orphans in two areas of Malawi. We first review 
pertinent themes in qualitative data collected in our research sites. Then, using spatial 
analysis, we show how positive and negative clusters of orphans—which we term 
orphanhood "hotspots" and "coldspots"—can be found at the village and sub-village levels. 
In the third and longest section of the paper, and using multilevel analyses with both 
simple and complex variance structures, we evaluate the relationship between the 
presence of orphans and a range of individual, household and village-level characteristics, 
including households' spatial relationship to each other and to other local sites of 
significance. This series of analyses shows that the most important covariates of orphan 
presence are the density of settlement, household size, and religious characteristics, with 
the latter measured simultaneously at both household and village-level. Other 
characteristics like education, reported mortality levels and HIV infection, are wholly 
unrelated to orphan prevalence at all analytic levels. Wealth and various spatial 
characteristics are only marginally associated with orphan prevalence. We conclude by 
reviewing some difficulties in explaining causal mechanisms underlying these observed 
relationships, and discussing conceptual, theoretical and programmatic implications. 
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