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Preface 

One of the most significant contributions of the DHS pro- 
gram is the creation of an internationally comparable body of data 
on the demographic and health characteristics of populations in 
developing countries. The DHS Comparative Studies series and 
the DHS Analytical Reports series examine these data across 
countries in a comparative framework, focusing on specific topics. 

The objectives of DHS comparative research are: to de- 
scribe similarities and differences between countries and regions, 
to highlight subgroups with specific needs, to provide information 
for policy formulation at the international level, and to examine 
individual country results in an international context. While Com- 
parative Studies are primarily descriptive, Analytical Reports uti- 
lizes a more analytical approach. 

The comparative analysis of  DHS data is carried out pri- 
marily by staff at the DHS headquarters in Calverton, Maryland. 
The topics covered are selected by staff in conjunction with the 
DHS Scientific Advisory Committee and USAID. 

The Comparative Studies are based on a variable numberof 
data sets reflecting the number of countries for which data were 
available at the time the report was prepared. Each report provides 
derailed tables and graphs for countries in four regions: sub-Saha- 
ran Africa, the Near East and North Africa, Asia, and Latin 
America and the Caribbean. Survey-related issues such as ques- 
tionnaire comparability, survey procedures, data quality, and 
methodological approaches are addressed in each report, as neces- 
sary. Where appropriate, data from previous DHS surveys are 
used to evaluate trends over time. 

Comparative Studies published under the current phase of 
the DHS program (DHS-III) are, in some cases, updates and ex- 
pansions of reports published earlier in the series. Other reports, 
however, will cover new topics that reflect the expanded substan- 
tive scope of the DHS program. 

It is anticipated that the availability of comparable informa- 
tion for a large number of developing countries will have long- 
term usefulness for analysts and policymakers in the fields of in- 
ternational population and health. 

Martin Vaessea 
Project Director 
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Executive Summary 

This study utilizes the household and individual level 
information available in the Demographic and Health Sur- 
veys (DHS) program to compare women's status across 25 
countries throughout the developing world. Wherever possi- 
ble, comparisons are made between men and women to 
ascertain whether any gender bias exists. This report 
examines the relative poverty status, household headship, 
and education of men and women, and compares the educa- 
tion and employment of husbands and wives. Additional 
chapters explore women's employment, workload, and mar- 
riage patterns. 

The first issue examined is whether more women than 
men live in poverty. A living standards index, called the 
Amenities and Possessions Index (API), is defined based on 
the household amenities and possession data collected in the 
DHS. A person is assigned to one of four categories (HIGH, 
MEDIUM-HIGH, MEDIUM, LOW) according to whether 
the household in which the person resides has access to 
different combinations of the following amenities and con- 
sumer goods: toilet facilities, drinking and nondrinking 
water, electricity, radio, television, refrigerator and car. 
Households in almost all countries are found to be concen- 
trated in the MEDIUM category of the API. 

Sex ratios are used to examine the sex differentials 
across the poverty-wealth spectrum as represented by the 
API. Different patterns emerge by region. In the majority of 
suh-Saharan African countries, the adult population of 
"poorer" households is more likely to be female than male 
compared to the population of "richer" households, although 
the opposite is true among the child population (age 0-14). 
In the two North African countries, Egypt and Morocco, no 
clear pattern is discernible overall, although there are more 
males than females age 50 and o v e r  living in "richer" house- 
holds than "poorer" households. Among the Asian countries, 
if there is a pattern at all, it reveals more males than females 
overall and within each age group in "poorer" rather than 
"richer" households. Finally, in the Latin American and 
Caribbean countries, distinct patterns favoring women are 
found. 

Another aspect of women's status examined is female 
household headship. The characteristics of female-headed 
households, the incidence, how they compare to male- 
headed households, and the characteristics of female house- 
hold heads are all discussed. Assuming that household heads 

are economically responsible for the household and that 
women face greater barriers in accessing resources com- 
pared to men, female-headed households could be inherent- 
ly disadvantaged. Further, the sex of the household head is 
likely to influence resource allocation within and between 
households. 

In almost every country, at least one in 10 households 
is headed by a woman. Female household headship is gener- 
ally more common in sub-Saharan Africa and least common 
in Asia. Although household headship does not appear to 
vary by residence, the prevalence of female-headed house- 
holds increases with age and decreases with education of the 
household head. Female household heads are also more like- 
ly to be older, less educated, widowed, with higher parity 
and currently employed than women who are not household 
heads. 

In all countries examined, households consisting of 
one adult and one Or more children are most likely to be 
headed by females. While, in general, a higher proportion of 
male- than female-headed households are found in the 
"richer" categories of the API, among most of the Latin 
American and Caribbean countries there is either no differ- 
ence in the API status of male- and female-headed house- 
holds, or as in the Dominican Republic, female-headed 
households are more likely than male-headed households to 
have higher API status. Although, there is little difference 
by sex in the proportion of children living in male- and fe- 
male-headed households, women 15 years and older are 
more likely than men of comparable age to be living in fe- 
male-headed households. A comparison of sex ratios be- 
tween male- and female-headed households shows that fe- 
male-headed households have higher proportions of females 
than male-headed households. 

Education implies literacy, knowledge, and exposure 
to new ideas and can provide access to improved employ- 
ment opportunities. While women's access to education is 
increasing, an analysis of the sex ratios of the population 
with no education reveals that in all countries surveyed, ex- 
cept Brazil and the Dominican Republic, women are far 
more likely than men to have no education. Among the 
population with primary or secondary and higher education, 
men dominate in all countries except Brazil, Colombia, the 
Dominican Republic, and Namibia. In the Philippines, the 
sex ratio of the educated population is close to 100. 
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Trends in gender differences in access to education are 
examined by comparing the sex ratios of each age cohort 
(15-24, 25-49, and 50 years or more) within each educa- 
tional category (no education, primary education, secondary 
and higher education). Few countries exhibit a consistent 
decline in the relative share of females among the popula- 
tion with no education. In addition, the only countries that 
reveal equality in access to education or improvements con- 
sistently across cohorts are Brazil, Colombia, the Dominican 
Republic, Madagascar, Namibia, Paraguay, and the Philip- 
pines. 

Women's exposure to media and their knowledge 
about fertility and reproductive control are also examined. 
Not surprisingly, urban women are much more likely to 
watch television, listen to the radio, and read a newspaper 
than their rural counterparts. By contrast, more than half of 
rural women in most countries surveyed have exposure to 
only one media source or none at all. In all sub-Saharan 
African countries and a few countries in Latin America and 
Asia, one-third or less of women have ever used a modem 
contraceptive. Also in most of sub-Saharan Africa, only one 
out of two women discusses the desired number of children 
with her husband. Rates are higher in Asia, North Africa 
and Latin America (except in Egypt and Pakistan) where 
more than 60 percent of women discuss the number of 
children they want with their husbands. 

Employment, by giving women access to non-kin set- 
tings and access to and control over financial resources, can 
be a means to higher status. Whether women actually 
achieve higher status through employment, however, 
depends on the type and location of the work, whether cash 
is earned, and cultural norms that determine the acceptanoe 
of women's work outside the home. The rate of women's 
employment is highest in sub-Saharan Africa where in eight 
of the 12 countries, at least one in every two women is em- 
ployed. In Rwanda almost all women are employed. 
Employment of women is least common in Bangladesh, 
Egypt, Morocco and Pakistan. While most women work for 
cash, the proportion not working for cash is highest among 
rural women and women living in households with the low- 
est API level. Agricultural occupations are the highest or 
second highest employers of women in most countries sur- 
veyed. 

In several countries surveyed, women's employment 
participation follows a U-shaped pattern across education 
levels, decreasing from none to primary but increasing from 

secondary to higher education. Nonetheless, in most coun- 
tries, it is women with more than secondary education who 
are most likely to be employed. Also, employed women are 
most likely to be widowed or divorced and to be household 
heads. 

Traditionally, women are responsible for household 
tasks which include caring for children and the elderly and 
ensuring the availability of household water. Women's em- 
ployment outside the home is likely to increase women's 
total workloads. Indeed, more than a quarter of all women 
who work and have a child less than five years old are found 
to be solely responsible for caring for their child even as 
they work, in all countries surveyed. The dependency ratio, 
defined as the number of children less than five plus adults 
over age 60 per woman age 15-49, is highest in snb-Saharan 
Africa, where each woman has at least one dependent. Fur- 
ther, in nine out of the 12 sub-Saharan African countries 
surveyed, more than 80 percent of women live in house- 
holds without household water on the residential premises. 
However, in the majority of countries, households without 
water are not far from the water source--more than half of 
the women without water on the premises say it takes less 
than 15 minutes to collect water. The fetching of water is 
likely to require the maximum time in the sub-Saharan 
African countries. 

Cultural norms governing marriage patterns can impact 
women' s status. For women, the marital status of "currently 
married" is likely to be respected in most cultures, while the 
status of divorced and widowed women is less certain. Fur- 
ther, age at first marriage can affect a woman's opportuni- 
ties for education and employment, and influence the num- 
ber of children she has. Also, a woman's ability to initiate 
and obtain adivoree may affect her level of influence within 
the marriage. 

The median age at first marriage ranges from 14 in 
Bangladesh to 25 in Namibia, with the majority of countries 
showing a median age at marriage between 18 and 21. The, 
majority of women in the reproductive ages are currently 
married or living with a man in all countries surveyed 
except Namibia. In Namibia, over 50 percent of women in 
these ages are never-married. However, never-married status 
does not necessarily imply lack of sexual activity for women 
in Namibia, where first intercourse occurs on average about 
six years before first marriage. The timing of first marriage 
and first intercourse overlap (difference is tess than one 
year) in only about half of all the countries surveyed. 

X 



Never-married women are most likely to have some 
education and be in the HIGH and MEDIUM-HIGH API 
levels, possibly because they are still living in their parents' 
households. Widows are disproportionately found in the 
LOW API categories and are more likely than married or 
never-married women to be working for cash. Women most 
likely to have both some education and to be employed for 
cash are those that are divorced or separated. 

The facility with which divorced, separated, or wid- 
owed women can remarry might reflect the social stigma 
associated with these statuses. Compared to women in other 
regions, women in sub-Saharan Africa are generally more 
likely to have been married more than once. Remarried 
women are most likely to be currently divorced or sepa- 
rated, working for cash, and have no education. 

Another aspect of marriage relevant to the status of 
women is the practice of polygyny. The prevalence of 
polygyny varies, from being nonexistent in most countries 
outside Africa and less than 5 percent in Madagascar, 
Morocco, and Pakistan to over 50 percent in Burkina Faso. 
Women in polygynous unions are likely to be rural, unedu- 
cated, and employed without cash. 

The age at first birth, premarital births, and trends in 
both are also examined. In every country surveyed, at least 
one in four women currently between the ages of 20 and 49 
years had a birth before they were 20 years old. No consis- 
tent reduction in the percentage of births before age 20 is 
found; nor is there a decrease in the proportion of births out- 
side of marriage to women less than 20. 

Married women, especially in patriarchal settings, may 
derive their status from that of their husbands. The hus- 
band's education and type of employment may determine 
the prestige that women have in society. Intraspousal differ- 
ences in earnings and education may also lead to inequitable 
bargaining power within the household. 

The analysis shows that in most countries wives have 
lower education than their husbands. The proportion of 
wives with less education appears to be related to the pro- 
portion of the population that is educated (represented here 
by the percent of husbands with secondary or higher educa- 

tion). Among countries with a low share of husbands with 
secondary or higher education, an increase in this share is 
associated with an increase in the proportion of wives with 
less education than their husbands; however, in countries 
where at least half the men have secondary or higher educa- 
tion, increases in overall education are associated with lower 
educational differences between couples. 

Women's employment does not vary with husband's 
education consistently across all countries. An examination 
of the percent employed by occupation of the husband 
shows that in most countries, women are more likely to be 
employed if  their husband works in a modem occupation. 
Wives of husbands with no education and working in agri- 
culture are most likely to be working without cash earnings. 
Wives are more likely to be working outside of agriculture 
if their husbands are not working their own land, compared 
with husbands who do work their own land. 

The proportion of women who have equal or greater 
education than their husbands and work for cash provides 
some measure of intrahousehold equality that could translate 
into greater authority within the household. Women in 
North Africa, Asia, and the Near East are least likely to 
achieve this intrahonsehold empowerment, while rates are 
highest in sub-Saharan Africa. 

In an attempt to summarize the report's findings, a 
threshold measure of women' s status is devised based on 29 
indicators discussed throughout the report. Countries are 
scored b a s ~  on their achievement of specified levels on 
each indicator, then ranked according to their overall scores. 
Distinct regional patterns emerge, with the Latin American 
countries scoring the best overall. The Philippines scored 
the highest in Asia, and Namibia is the most advanced in all 
of sub-Saharan Africa. 

A comparison of country rankings on this threshold 
measure with their rankings on the Gender-related Develop- 
ment Index (GDI) and the Gender Equality Measure (GEM) 
(measures defined by the United Nations) reveals remark- 
able consistency. The conclusion follows that there is great 
interdependence between the multiple aspects of women's 
status covered by these alternative indicators. 
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