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Summary:

The few descriptive studies looking ar female headed households point 1o the extremely hard
circumstances in which they live. This study, using dara from a longitudinal surveillance system
finds that childven in female headed households are nutritionally far more compromised than
children in male headed households.
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Introduction

The few deseriptive studies looking at female headed
houscholds in Bangladesh have pointed to the
extremely hard circumstances in which they live. (1-
4) In socicties where women are systematically
discriminated againstin income generating activities,
access to health and educational facilities. and other
basic services, female headed houscholds face Tar
greater obstacles i every day activities than those
headed by men. When mothers become the sole
bread carners in their families, especially il their
occupation takes them away from their home, they
have less time to spend in breastteeding and looKing
after other aspects concerning the welfare ot their
children.  For the purpose of this paper. female
headed households are detined as those houscholds
where a woman makes the decisions regarding major
liouschold issues. Using data from August 1991 10
August 1993 in all the rural thanas surveyed by the
Nutritional Surveillance Project (NS£). 808 children
of female headed houscholds were compared with
children of male headed houscholds. The children ol
female headed houscholds were nuatritionally  far
more compromised than the children of their male
counterparts.

Basic Descriptives

Female headed houscholds comprised 119 ol the
population in the rural arcas covered by the NSPAs
expected. they hadsmaller tamilies with fewer children
under five than their male counterparts. The mothers
in these houscholds were significantly fess educated.
They were also poorer: they owned signilicantly
tewer radios and 1v.s and @ greater pereentage ol
them were fandless. Whereas 549 ot made headed
houscholdsengagedinsome sortolagricultural labor,
only 319 of female headed houscholds worked in
agriculture.  They were proportionately more
represented in the occupations ot day labor, servant
and beggar, T general, both male and female headed
houscholds owned their own homes but a far greater
percentage of female hicaded houscholds Tived with
relatives.

Nutritional Status

Children from female headed houscholds had
consistently worse nutritional status than those ol
male headed houscholds by the three anthropometric
indicators used (using WHO recommended cutolTs
and means tor weight-tor-age. weight-for-height, and
height for age). This was especially pronounced in
stunting (height-for-age) whichindicates that children
ol female headed houscholds suffer more frony long
term chronic tood shortages. Figure 1 and 2 compare
the nutritionad status of childrenin cach houschold by
age of the child and size of the house.

There was also some evidence for less nutritional sex-
discrimination within female headed houscholds.

Figure §:
Percentage stunted children aged 6-59 months by household head,
October 1991 - October 1993
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Flgure 2:
Percentage stunted chlldren aged 6-59 months by house slze
October 1991 - October 1993
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Figure 3detailsthe differentials insex diserimination
by sex of the head of the houschold. The NSP
consistently shows the nutritional status of girl
chitdren to be far worse than boy children. However,
the gap between boy and girl children appears to be
reduced in female headed households.

Discussion

By all indications, the general nutritional status of

children in female headed houscholds is worse than
that of male headed houscholds. Even with smaller
families and fewer children under five these women
have a harder time providing the inputs needed o
improve the nutritional status of their children. Ris
hypothesized that the reduced sibling discrimination
by gender tound in houscholds headed by women
may be due to a variety of factors. Perhaps temale
headed households have so little food within their
families thatitis not possible to make intrahouschold
allocation decisions that would bias one child over
another, It is also possible that in the absence of a

dominant male family member women are able to
make different allocation decisions than they would
otherwise be foreed o, Whatever the reasoning, it is
obvious that female headed houscholds constitute a
subgroup of the “poorest of the poor™.  Ina country
where rates of stunting often exceed 704% L childrenin
female headed houscholds reach unaceeptably higher
levels.,  Although this subgroup is ofien ignored by
macro level analysis, it is time that policy makers
focus attention and inputs toward female headed
houscholds.
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