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Introduction               

The number of households headed by women in Latin American has increased dramatically 

over the last four decades. Historically, these households consisted of lone women raising children 

without the support of their absent fathers due to high instability of unions, (De Vos, 1987; Lavrin, 

1989; Osborne, Manning & Smock, 2007; Villarreal & Shin, 2008) and, as a result, were associated 

with the feminization of poverty (Arias & Palloni, 1999; Buvinic & Gupta, 1997; Chant 2007; 

Gimenez, 1999; Kimenyi & Mbaku, 1995; Marcoux, 1998; Pearce, 1978). In this paper we 

investigate, first, how family changes—including the rise in cohabitation, divorce and separation, 

non-marital childbearing, and lone motherhood—have affected recent trends in female headship and, 

second, whether the living conditions of female-headed households differ significantly from those of 

male-headed households, and the family circumstances in which female-headed households are more 

likely to experience worse or better living conditions than male-headed households.  

Recent research has theoretically and empirically challenged the linkage between female 

headship and poverty as well as widening public debate on the subject by questioning both the 

concept of “feminization” (Chant, 2003; Medeiros & Costa, 2008) and measurement of poverty 

(Chant, 2003, 2007; Medeiros & Costa, 2008; Moser, 2010; Quisumbing, Haddad & Peña, 2001). We 

aim to contribute to the literature by examining differences in material living conditions between 

male- and female-headed households. We have taken a large-scale, quantitative perspective and used 

census microdata samples from 14 Latin American countries, focusing on the family circumstances of 

the household head.  

[Figure 1 here] 

Figure 1. Percentage of women aged from 35 to 44 heading households from 1970 to 2010 
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The paper is organized into four sections. First, we provide a summary overview of salient 

characteristics of Latin American family systems and general changes over the last four decades in 

order to provide a basis for our account of the relationship between female-headed households and the 

feminization of poverty in Latin America. Second, we present the data and methodology and, in 

particular, our measurement of living conditions. Third, we show the results divided into two 

subsections: i) trends in female headship and changes in the union and motherhood status of women, 

and ii) the results of logistic regression models in which we examine the link between poor living 

conditions and female headship. We conclude the paper with a discussion of our findings.  

1 Background 

Female headship and changing patterns in union formation  

The presence of female-headed households is an increasingly significant feature of Latin 

American family systems (Chant, 2003; De Vos, 1987; Lavrin, 1989; Moser, 1993; Villarreal & Shin, 

2008). In colonial societies, female headship appeared as a result of the gender power imbalance 

between male colonizers and female members of indigenous populations. The social norms 

prohibiting interracial and interethnic marriage and the existence of cohabiting and “visiting unions” 

contributed to the high levels of female headship (García & Rojas, 2002; Socolow, 2000). These 

levels varied from country to country due to socio-ethnic diversity and the processes of acculturation 

in each case. Historically speaking, female headship was predominantly a Caribbean and Central 

American phenomenon (Massiah, 1983; Robichaux, 2013) and was far less prevalent in countries with 

large inflows of European migration (Argentina, Chile and Uruguay) and in those where the Catholic 

marriage was more strongly institutionalized (Quilodrán, 1999).  

Several researchers have suggested that the instability of unions, especially in the form of 

cohabitation, is one of the main historical causes for female headship in Latin America. Marriage and 

cohabitation have long coexisted in the history of Latin America (Castro, 2002, De Vos, 1995; 

Stromquist 1998). Cohabitation was regarded as the “marriage” of the most disadvantaged social 

groups, whereas marriage was prevalent among the social elite (Castro, 2002; Socolow, 2000; 
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Stromquist, 1998). Latin American societies have witnessed a dramatic expansion of cohabitation and 

rapid deinstitutionalization of marriage over the last three decades. Cohabitation has become the norm 

among young women in unions in such countries as Colombia, Brazil, Uruguay and Argentina, and 

has extended into all layers of society, including the most educated populations (Esteve, García-

Román & Lesthaeghe, 2012). Together with the expansion of cohabitation, the percentage of children 

born out of wedlock and the number of single mothers have increased in the three decades from 1970 

to 2000 (Esteve et al., 2012; Laplante et al., 2015). Some authors have connected the overall family 

changes described here to the onset of the Second Demographic Transition in Latin America (Covre-

Sussai, Meuleman, Botterman, & Matthijs, 2015; Esteve et al, 2012; Lesthaeghe, 2014), which may 

have implications for changes in the context and nature of female headship, as we shall discuss in this 

paper.  

Bearing in mind the above, and given the historical link between female headship, 

cohabitation and union instability in Latin America, we raise the question of whether there is a 

positive relationship between the rise in female headship and recent demographic changes with 

regard to union formation and dissolution, namely the rise in cohabitation, divorce and separation, 

non-marital childbearing, and lone motherhood. If cohabitating women are more likely to have 

children at young ages and more likely to abandon their unions than married women, the cohabitation 

boom may have laid the foundations for the increase of female headship.  

It is important to note that not all female household heads in Latin America are single mothers 

in unstable unions, and neither do all single mothers necessarily become the household head. 

Research has shown that extended households provide shelter to lone mothers. The percentage of 

young single mothers living in extended households in the early 2000s ranged from 56.8 per cent in 

Bolivia in 2001 to 81.8 per cent in Chile in 2002 (Esteve et al., 2012), signalling that female headship 

is not exclusively the result of union instability. It may have transpired from other life events. For 

example, widowhood is one of the most important causes of female headship among older women. 

Since we are specifically interested in the effects on female headship of union formation, instability, 
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and dissolution, we have limited the analysis to adult women aged between 35 and 44. At these ages, 

the percentage of female widows is small, typically below 5 per cent.  

Female headship can also be the consequence of separation between wife and husband due to 

internal or international migration. This situation yielded a non-negligible number of married women 

heading their households in the absence of the spouse, a category which we identify as married 

spouse absent. In Mexico, for instance, the male-dominated migration to the United States has a direct 

impact on household structures in the sending communities, as seen by the large presence of married 

women with the spouse absent. Fortunately, our data allows us to distinguish between married women 

with and without an absent spouse and to test the importance of this category for the recent increase in 

female headship. The importance of remittances, family structure and ties between migrants and 

relatives living in their countries of origin will have direct consequences on the living conditions of 

such households (Sana & Massey, 2005).  

Selective female internal migration from rural to urban zones in Latin America has also 

contributed to the increase of female headship in the region (Chant, 2015). Female headship is higher 

in urban areas due to women’s access to independent housing and higher salaries compared to rural 

areas, where it even happens that women workers are often unpaid (ECLAC, 2014, p.179). Moreover, 

women in urban areas may be less exposed to patriarchal control and live more anonymous lives, 

which allows them to manage their living arrangements with greater autonomy, although 

segmentation by sex in the informal economy and access to different urban spaces continue to 

complicate the relationship between urban prosperity and gender (Chant, 2013). Our analysis 

therefore accounts for the urban-rural dimension of household headship.  

To this point, the discussion pertaining to female headship mostly revolves around women 

who have lived in union but whose male partners are no longer in the household either due to death, 

migration or separation. Although this situation accounts for the majority of cases, we cannot ignore 

the fact that a growing number of partnered women may report that they head the household even in 

the presence of their male partner and that, increasingly, women who have never lived in union also 
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head households. From the standpoint of female empowerment, women who are unsatisfied with their 

relationship may have actively sought household headship as a means of taking control over their 

lives (Chant, 2008; Chant, 2015). The presence of such trends might be a powerful indicator of a more 

equal gender outlook on family headship.  

In this regard, recent family changes in Latin America, such as the delay of union formation, 

childbearing, the decline of marriage and the rise of solo living echo the demographic experience of 

western nations in the past few decades. These phenomena have been connected to the arrival of the 

Second Demographic Transition in Latin America, driven to a large extent by the process of female 

emancipation (Lesthaeghe, 2014). The increase of female headship may be seen as a trend that is 

interdependent with shifts in demographic changes and related with the propensity of a woman to 

marry, have children, divorce, or stay single. Hence the likelihood of a woman being the head of her 

household and the relationship of this with poverty cannot be discussed without further investigation 

into her relationship status. 

 

Female headship and living conditions 

The literature on poverty in Latin America, particularly earlier work, stressed the relationship 

between female-headed households and the feminisation of poverty (Buvinic & Gupta, 1997; Pearce, 

1978). The paradigm of the feminisation of poverty took hold in Latin America during the so-called 

“lost decade” following the financial crisis of the 1980s and 1990s. This decade, marked by 

significant social and economic downturns in the region, resulted in declining wages and lower female 

labour force participation which was a significant factor in heightened familial instability and a surge 

in internal and external male migration (Loza Torres, Vizcarra Bordi, Lutz Bachère, & Quintanar 

Guadarrama, 2007; Sana & Massey, 2005). At that time, women had three main disadvantages 

compared to men: less education and fewer entitlements; lower return for a heavier work load; and 

more obstacles in socioeconomic mobility (Moghadam, 2005). Additionally, intergenerational 

transmission of poverty is of particular concern to researchers and policy makers (Alvarado Merino & 
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Lara; Chant, 2008). Bearing in mind the above, female-headed households became a focal point for 

social intervention and research, but lack of precision and a paucity of empirical evidence in 

statements supporting the feminization of poverty gave rise to fervent debate (Alvarado Merino & 

Lara, 2016). Recent works have not only questioned the connection between female headship, 

household poverty, and social vulnerability (Chant, 2003; Damián, 2003; Klasen, Lechtenfeld, & 

Povel, 2015) but have also provided a new perspective on the interpretation of female headship, which 

is seen as an indication of female empowerment rather than vulnerability (Arriagada, 2006; Datta & 

Mcllwaine 2000; Chant, 2015).  

The critics of feminisation of poverty have based their arguments on three main factors 

(Chant, 2015). First, female-headed households are not necessarily worse off than male-headed 

households. Second, poverty is a multidimensional concept which should not be confined to any one 

dimension such as income or expenditure costs. Third, the poverty gap between female- and male-

headed households does not necessarily increase over time. Study of female-headed households must 

accordingly: (i) account for the multidimensional and dynamic nature of poverty, including the 

dimensions of power, agency, and vulnerability; (ii) investigate the heterogeneity of family contexts 

in which women head their households (Finley, 2007; Fuwa, 2000); and (iii) capture the heterogeneity 

of female-headed households (Chant, 2015).  

To date, there are not many large, representative cross-national empirical studies on this topic 

based on dimensions of poverty other than income (Chant, 2005; Chant, 2015). Moreover, the 

measurement of poverty based on household income, consumption or expenditure using cross-

sectional data has been criticized as being overly dependent on the particular circumstances of the 

family at the time of the survey (Moser & Felton, 2009). In societies largely reliant on the subsistence 

economy, the asset accumulation approach has proved to be more efficient than income or 

consumption when calibrating long-term household welfare (Carter & Barrett, 2006; Hohmann & 

Garenne, 2009) and a more reliable proxy for inequality measurement (McKenzie, 2004). The assets 

approach in poverty analysis has an additional advantage as it serves to overcome the stochastic shock 

of income (Moser & Felton, 2009). The asset accumulation approach is widely used by institutions 
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such as the World Bank and many researchers (Arias & De Vos, 1996; Booysen, van der Berg, 

Burger, Maltitz, & Rand, 2008; Chant, 2015; Deere, Alvarado, & Twyman, 2012; Harttgen & Klasen, 

2012; Moser & Felton, 2009; Moser, 2010; Permanyer, 2013). 

2 Data and Methodology 

This study utilises harmonised census microdata published through the Integrated Public-Use 

Microdata Series International (IPUMS-i), which facilitates reliable cross-national comparisons 

(Minnesota Population Center, 2015). IPUMS-i holds the largest collection of individual census 

microdata samples from Latin America, both in terms of the number of countries included and the 

time span, which runs from 1960 to 2010. In our study we analyse 14 countries: Argentina, Brazil, 

Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, El Salvador, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, 

Uruguay, and Venezuela. For each country, we have several census samples from different points in 

time. Our final analysis is based on a total of 50 data samples spanning the years from 1970 to 2011, 

chosen in accordance with the availability of comparable indicators. Given the cross-sectional nature 

of the data, we do not intend to establish causality with our study.  

To decompose trends in female headship by union status, we focus on females aged from 35 

to 44 and living in private dwellings. Individuals living in institutional group housing are excluded 

from the analysis. Restricting the study to women aged from 35 to 44 has several advantages. At these 

ages, most women and men have already been in union and had children. They have also had enough 

time to experience divorce and separation, while the incidence of co-residence with their children 

remains high. Widowhood is relatively low compared to older ages. Moreover, working with a ten-

year age span with census data (often collected once per decade) circumvents the problem of cohort 

overlapping in two censuses.  

The risk of our results being biased by changes over time in the percentage of 35 to 44-year-

old women who have lived in union is negligible because age at first union and age at first 

childbearing have remained reasonably constant in Latin America over the past few decades (Esteve, 

López-Ruiz, & Spijker, 2013; Fussell & Palloni, 2004; Heaton, Forste, & Otterstrom, 2002; 
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Rodríguez Vignoli, 2009). Male-headed households are included in the second part of the analysis in 

order to compare their living conditions to those of female-headed households. As with women, we 

focus on men aged from 35 to 44. Although the characteristics of the household head are used as 

independent variables, the outcome variable of living in poor conditions is constructed at the 

household level.  

Identification of Household Heads 

There is no standardised definition for household headship in Latin American censuses, and 

its nature of self-declaration often incorporates an embedded social context of who ought to be 

considered as being in charge of the household. Household headship is loosely defined as the status of 

person recognized as such by other household members (IPUMS, 2016). The definition of headship 

has remained consistent over time, but earlier censuses tend to refer to the head of household as a 

male head, jefe, whereas more recent censuses, employ a gender-equal term, jefe o jefa, male or 

female household head, which may have affected the outcome by gender (Acosta-Díaz 2001; Ruíz 

Salguero & Rodríguez Vignoli, 2011). In Figure 1, the columns of the histogram have been coloured 

to indicate the evolution of the exact wording of the census reference to household head: jefe (male 

head), jefe/jefa (male head/female head), jefa/jefe (female head/male head), or pessoa responsável 

(reference person). Although the more gender-neutral classifications may have contributed to a higher 

percentage of women self-reporting as head of household, the extent of its effect is vague as the 

timing of the most dramatic increases of female headship does not coincide with the years of the 

wording change for most countries, with the exceptions of Ecuador, Panama and Uruguay, where the 

greatest increases in female headship coincided with the timing of changes in census wording. For 

these countries, one needs to consider the effect of changes in census wording when interpreting the 

increasing propensity for women to self-declare as household head. 

Categorisation of union statuses 

We classified women and men into seven partnership or union statuses using the following 

variables in IPUMS: household type (hhtype), marital status (marst), consensual union status 
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(consens), and children’s (nchild) and spouse’s (sploc) presence. The seven categories are: married 

with spouse present in the household; married with spouse absent from the household; in consensual 

union; single with no children; single with children; separated or divorced; and widowed. We 

distinguished between married women with spouse present and married women with spouse absent 

because it may have household headship and economic implications. We considered creating the same 

distinction for women in consensual unions, but the number of cohabiting women whose partner is 

not present in the household is negligible, usually below 4 per cent out of all cohabiting women. The 

presence of children in the household was used to distinguish between single women with and without 

children. Previous research has shown that single women with children typically are women who have 

cohabited in the past (Esteve, García, & McCaa, 2011).  

Measurement of Living Conditions  

Our measurement of household living conditions is based on the building materials of 

dwelling, for example in roofing or flooring, and household amenities, such as the presence of a 

computer, refrigerator, or telephone. We constructed country-specific asset indices by dividing the 

number of assets present in the household by the total number of assets, which is similar to Hohmann 

and Garenne’s approach (2009). Appendix 1 informs of the number of assets available to each country 

and reliability of each index. Appendix 2 provides details on the codification of each item. We did not 

use any particular weighting scheme to construct the indices. All assets had exactly the same weight 

because we are mainly interested in comparing female- versus male-headed households rather than 

differences across countries and over time. In addition, the theoretical literature on household welfare 

has not been sufficiently developed to provide a weighting scheme for each of the assets which would 

guarantee an accurate measurement of living conditions (Filmer & Pritchett, 2001). The use of 

specific weights has been substantiated on statistical premises through the use of the principal 

components approach (Filmer & Pritchett, 2001; Kolenikov & Angeles, 2009). We have compared 

our results to those weighted by principal component analysis and found no significant differences 

between the two. A sensitivity analysis has been conducted to ensure the internal consistency of the 

variables for each index (results available from the authors).  
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We created a dummy variable to measure whether a household scores below (1), or above or 

equal (0) to the mean of the asset index of each sample. Households that score lower than the mean of 

all households are coded as “living in poor conditions”, and those that score the mean or above are 

coded as “not living in poor conditions.” Due to the lack of consistency of available variables in 

censuses, we do not compare samples of different time points and neither do we compare countries 

with one another. Only the most recent samples are explored for this part of the analysis and each 

country is evaluated separately. This dummy variable serves as the dependent variable of a series of 

logistic regression models that include as independent variables: sex of the household head, union 

status, urban or rural setting, ownership of dwelling, and presence of children. Age and educational 

attainment (less than primary, primary completed, secondary completed, university completed), are 

used as controls (not shown in the models). 

3. Results  

3.1 Evolution and Decomposition of Female Headship by Union Status 

Figure 1 shows trends in female headship rates for women aged from 35 to 44 in 14 Latin 

American countries over the past four decades. Trends are unambiguously increasing across all 

countries in the region. Female headship in Brazil more than tripled from 10.6 per cent in 1980 to 33.2 

per cent in 2010 and, in Uruguay, rose from 14.9 in 1986 to 44.4 in 2011. In Chile, there were only 

14.1 per cent of women-headed households in 1970 compared to 23.2 in 2002. Similarly, 16.9 per 

cent of Venezuelan women headed households in 1971 compared to 24.1 in 2002. Female headship 

grew in Costa Rica from 13.1 to 25.9 per cent between 1973 and 2011.  

The distribution of women aged from 35 to 44 by union status for the first and most recent 

available census is shown on the left side of Table 1, while the headship rates of these women appear 

on the right side. Table 1 provides the background information for determining whether the overall 

increase in headship rates is due to compositional or rate change. In all countries except in El 

Salvador, there is a drop in the percentage of women who are married and living with a spouse, and a 

rise in the percentage of women in consensual unions. The number of cohabiting women has tripled in 
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countries like Brazil, Chile, and Uruguay and almost doubled in Argentina, Colombia, Costa Rica and 

Peru. More modest but still positive are the figures for increased cohabitation in countries like 

Panama, Venezuela and Ecuador. The incidence of divorce and separation has tripled in Brazil, Costa 

Rica, Nicaragua and Venezuela. In 1971, only 2.1 per cent of women aged between 35 and 44 were 

divorced or separated in Venezuela, compared to 12.2 per cent in 2001. In Brazil, the figure has more 

than tripled from 5.3 per cent in 1980 to 16.5 per cent in 2010. As a result, we also find a rise in the 

numbers of single women with children at home. By contrast, the percentage of single women without 

children has shown negligible changes over recent decades and the percentage of widows has 

decreased everywhere.  

[Table 1 here] 

Table 1. Composition and headship rate by union status of women aged from 35 to 44 by union status, 

earlier and most recent census 

 

Table 1 (right panel) shows headship rates within each union status. All countries follow a 

similar pattern: widowed women have the highest headship rate, followed by those who are separated 

or divorced, married with the spouse absent, and single but living with at least one child. Among 

women in unions, cohabiting women show higher headship rates than married women with the spouse 

present, members of the latter group being the least likely to head their households. In the most recent 

censuses, female headship has risen among married and cohabiting women across all countries but 

particularly in Brazil and Uruguay. Before the 1990 census round, headship rates among married 

women (with spouse in the household) were around or below 1 per cent. By 2011, headship rates 

among married women have reached levels as high as 31.6 per cent in Uruguay and 18.4 per cent in 

Brazil (2010). Headship rates among cohabiting women have risen as well, exceeding the 10 per cent 

level in all countries and reaching levels as high as 40.3 per cent in Uruguay (2011) and 31.6 per cent 

in Brazil (2011).  

[Table 2 here] 
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Table 2. Percentage of women aged from 35 to 44 heading households, observed and standardized by 

constant rate, and percentage increase of female headship attributable to changes in union status, years 

rounded 

 

Next, we examine how family changes—including the rise in cohabitation, divorce and 

separation, non-marital child-bearing and lone motherhood—affected trends in female headship. In 

Table 2, we decompose the rise in female headship into compositional change (due to shifts from 

union status of lower propensity of headship to union status of higher propensity of headship) and rate 

change (due to more women self-reporting as household head regardless of union status). Table 2 

shows the observed percentage of women heading households at different points in time on the left 

side and the standardized percentage of women heading households with the headship rate held 

constant on the right side. The standardization of headship rate over time by union status (holding the 

rate constant resulting in only compositional changes) shows that changes in union status account for 

less than 50 per cent of the overall surge in female headship. In other words, if headship rates had 

remained constant over the period studied, the percentage of women heading households would have 

increased by a figure of less than half of the observed rise with the exception of Colombia, Nicaragua 

and Peru, where the percentage of increase attributable to changes in union status is around 50 per 

cent (Colombia and Nicaragua) and 71 per cent (Peru). Rate change within union status categories 

contributes to more than half of the rise in female headship among women aged from 35 to 44. In El 

Salvador, Paraguay and Uruguay in particular, the rise of female headship is due to a higher incidence 

of women self-reporting as household head, since compositional change only accounts for 19.8 per 

cent, 15 per cent, and 16 per cent of total headship increase, respectively.  

 

3.2 Living Conditions by Sex of the Household Head 

Next, we evaluate the relationship between female headship and living conditions in 14 Latin 

American countries. In order to do so, we implement a series of logistic regression models to examine 

the probability of living in poor conditions (below the mean for living conditions in each country). We 
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are mainly interested in seeing whether households headed by women are in worse living conditions 

than those headed by men. Independent variables are sex, union status, and the presence of children of 

the household head, urban or rural residence, and household ownership. Datasets are weighted with 

scaled weights to retain population characteristics without inflating the sample size. Married men 

living with a spouse are used as the reference category. We focus on the most recent available data for 

each country: Argentina 2001, Brazil 2010, Chile 2002, Colombia 2005, Costa Rica 2011, Ecuador 

2010, El Salvador 2007, Mexico 2010, Nicaragua 2005, Panama 2010, Paraguay 2002, Peru 2007, 

Uruguay 2011, and Venezuela 2001. Argentina 2010 was dropped from the analysis because this 

particular dataset misses essential family relationship indicators.  

Table 3 shows the results of three logistic regression models per country (M1, M2, and M3). 

Model 1 only accounts for the sex of the household head. Model 2 includes additional variables: sex, 

union status, presence of children of the household head, urban or rural setting, and ownership of 

dwelling. In Model 3, we added two interaction terms: one between the sex and union status of the 

household head and the other between sex of the household head and presence of children.  

Model 1 shows that there is a statistically significant difference between the living conditions 

of female- and male-headed households in 10 of the 14 countries. In eight countries, namely 

Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Panama, Uruguay and Venezuela, female-headed 

households are shown to be disadvantaged. Male-headed households are shown as being in a poorer 

condition than female-headed households in El Salvador and Peru. The sex of the household head is 

not statistically significant in Ecuador, Mexico, Nicaragua, and Paraguay.   

[Table 3 here] 

Table 3. Living in poor conditions by sex, union status and presence of children of household head 

aged from 35 to 44 

In Model 2 we control for union status, urban or rural setting, ownership of dwelling, and the 

presence of children. In all countries, urban households are less likely to have poor living conditions 

than rural ones. Ownership decreases the likelihood of poor conditions in all countries except Ecuador 
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and Peru. Households with children are less materially poor, except in Argentina. The differences 

between male- and female-headed households diminished in Model 2, in the presence of the above-

mentioned controls. The only exception is Brazil, where female-headed households are still less 

advantaged than male-headed households. The results for all other countries show that female-headed 

households are either better off than male-headed households (Argentina, Ecuador, El Salvador, 

Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Venezuela) or that the effect of the sex of the household 

head is not significant. In other words, when union status, urban or rural setting, ownership, and the 

presence of children in the household head are accounted for, male-headed households are in poorer 

conditions than female-headed households. Union status explains most of the changes between Model 

1 and Model 2. In general, married heads with the spouse present are better off than any other 

category. The worst living conditions are associated with single, separated, divorced or widowed 

heads of households but, as we see in Model 3, union status operates differently for women than for 

men, with women being more advantaged in most cases.  

The interaction of sex and union status shows that, for almost all countries, female household 

heads tend to fare better than male heads in non-traditional relationship statuses (situations other than 

married with a present spouse) as shown in Model 3. When the interaction between sex and union 

status is significant, women are less likely (odds ratios below 1) than men to experience poor living 

conditions of the same union status, with single women in Chile as the exception. In 12 out of 14 

countries, separated or divorced female heads are better off than separated or divorced male heads. 

The same applies when the household heads are married but the spouse is absent. The interaction 

between sex and presence of children is statistically significant in six countries. In five of these, the 

presence of children in households headed by women indicates worse living conditions than the 

presence of children in male-headed households.  

4 Conclusions 

Female household headship has been on the rise over the past forty years in Latin America. In 

this paper, we have shown that the percentage of women aged from 35 to 44 heading their households 



15 
 

has increased across the 14 Latin America countries examined. Up to the 1970s, female headship rates 

hovered between 10 to 15 per cent. By 2010, in countries such as Brazil and Uruguay, more than 30 

per cent of women reported that they were the household heads. We used direct standardization to 

decompose trends in female headship over time between compositional and rate change. By 

compositional change, we refer to (and control for) the increasing number of women aged from 35 to 

44 shifting from marriage to less “traditional” family situations such as cohabitation, singlehood, and 

separation or divorce. Since unmarried women have always been more likely to head households than 

married women, the compositional change of union status has had a positive impact on the observed 

rise in female headship, although it is not the main driver. Other than in Peru, where the overall 

increase is moderate in any case, compositional change accounted for at most half, although in most 

countries, less than half, of the female headship increase. The main reason for the increase of female 

headship in Latin America, therefore, is rate change: the increasing tendency for women to self-report 

as household heads. Across all countries and union statuses, women in recent censuses were more 

likely to self-report as household heads compared to earlier ones. This especially applies to married 

women living with a spouse, who showed, in relative terms, the largest increases in female headship.  

Although we assume that the change of the wording of questionnaires from a male-oriented to 

gender-neutral definition of headship may have had an impact on the increase of female headship, we 

cannot disregard the possibility that the evolution of attitudes regarding the independence of women 

or the prevalence of female headship may also have influenced such change in the wording. These 

trends can be contextualized within the recent changes in family life which some authors have linked 

with the preliminary traces of the second demographic transition theory (Covre-Sussai, Meuleman, 

Botterman, & Matthijs, 2015; Esteve et al, 2012; Lesthaeghe, 2014; Pellegrino, Cabella, Paredes, 

Rollero & Varela, 2008). This transition, precipitated amongst other factors by female emancipation 

in the society, would favour an increase in female headship rates, not only in family circumstances 

historically associated with female headship, but for all women, regardless of the family situation.    

Our evidence finds a mixed relationship between female headship and living conditions. In 

eight of the 14 countries examined in this paper (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, 
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Panama, Uruguay, and Venezuela) female-headed households show, overall, poorer living conditions 

than male-headed households, even after controlling for age and educational attainment. Among the 

remaining six countries, four showed no significant differences between male-and female-headed 

households (Ecuador, Mexico, Nicaragua, and Paraguay) and, in two, male-headed households were 

in worse conditions than female-headed ones (El Salvador and Peru). The inclusion of controls in the 

models has proven extremely important in explaining the gender gap in living conditions. The gap has 

become insignificant in four countries (Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica and Uruguay) for which the 

baseline model indicated worse conditions among female heads than male heads. In three countries 

(Argentina, Panama and Venezuela), the gap reverses in favour of women, leaving male-headed 

households at a disadvantage. Only in Brazil, Peru and El Salvador, controls do not change the 

direction and significance of the parameters. To sum up, the gap in living conditions between female- 

and male-headed households reverses or disappears when we control for the union and the parenthood 

status of the household heads. Once the presence of spouse and/or children are held to be equal for 

both female and male householders, female-headed households are not more likely to be in poorer 

living conditions than male-headed households, with the single exception of Brazil.  

Our data shows that when households are not headed by co-residing married couples, their 

living conditions are systematically worse, but the interaction between sex of the household head and 

union status shows that, in all these cases (i.e. singlehood, cohabitation, separation/divorce, 

widowhood), households headed by women are less likely to be residing in poorer conditions than 

those with male heads in the same circumstances. These results suggest that the relationship between 

female headship and poor living conditions cannot be generalized to all countries in Latin America. It 

also implies that, in those countries where the relationship does exist, the link between female 

headship and poverty is mainly attributable to the family circumstances of female versus male 

household heads. Furthermore, we find that across all family situations except marriage with the 

spouse present, female-headed households are systematically better off than male-headed households.  

Another important finding is that households headed by married persons with the spouse 

present are systematically better off than any other type of household. From an economic perspective, 
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this is explained because the economies of scale allow minimization of household costs maintaining 

the same level of utility, something that is less likely to occur in other family arrangements, such as 

households with a single, divorced or widowed parent (Wakita, Fitsimmons & Liao 2000). However, 

this argument does not explain why cohabiting couples are disadvantaged compared to married ones. 

This happens in a society in which cohabitation is more widespread than in any other developing 

regions in the world. It could be argued that the lower degree of institutionalization of consensual 

couples versus married couples may lead to a lower investment in household assets. Some authors 

would support this argument (Brown, 2004; Manning and Lichter, 1996). Since we are using a cross-

sectional perspective, we cannot confirm whether there is a selective transition from cohabitation to 

marriage for individuals with greater economic power.  

Overall, our results highlight the need to consider the complexity of family situations when 

drawing inferences regarding households headed by women (Alvarado Merino & Lara, 2016; Klasen, 

Lechtenfeld, & Povel, 2015). First, we have shown the evolution of diversifying conditions under 

which women self-report as household heads in 14 Latin American countries in the past few decades. 

Female headship has shifted from the historical pattern of single mothers to women who would 

represent a wider range of partnership statuses. Such heterogeneity may have also contributed towards 

eroding the link between female headship and poverty, which is far from universal, and where it does 

pertain, it is mainly driven by the fact that singlehood and lone parenthood is overwhelmingly more 

common among women than among men. We have shown that, regardless of sex, the living 

conditions of householders who are not married and who live with a spouse are worse than those in 

any other family situation, but there is no common pattern across countries as to which is the most 

disadvantaged family situation. We have not attempted to explain why in some countries there is no 

gap in living conditions between females and males and why it disappears or reverses in others. Some 

studies suggest major gender differences in the ways in which men and women accumulate household 

assets, and that women are more inclined to amass these resources (Blau & Graham, 1990; Chant, 

2003). Another explanation may relate to the unobserved heterogeneity among female householders, 

whereby only the women with enough income and those with more power to meet the challenges of 
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heading a household would take on this role (Villarreal and Shin, 2008). This translates into a higher 

capacity for accumulating assets. But the differences across countries require understanding of the 

country-specific legislation regarding family and public protection. The regional differences in the 

marriage laws, in the norms surrounding access and transmission of the property of the dwelling and 

the land (Deere, Alvarado & Twyman, 2012), welfare systems (Sunkel, 2007), limitations to 

consensual unions, and the rights to receive and provide social support, present a range of challenges 

and opportunities for one’s capacity to accumulate assets on a household level. Further research on 

the differences in normative and legal systems is indispensable for identifying family situations that 

require social intervention.  

These results challenge female headship or the lone mother per se as categories of concern in 

policies aimed at combatting poverty (Alvarado Merino & Lara, 2016; Moser, 1993). Instead of 

focusing on these, policy makers should develop strategies that directly address the difficulties faced 

by single-earner household heads in accumulating assets (Ozawa & Lee, 2006), while taking great 

care not to frame the issue as one of poor unmarried women. Whether or not families in Latin 

America are on the verge of breakdown should not be entirely determined by marital stability, but also 

by the strength of extended family ties and the social networks of individuals (Chant, 2002). The 

expansion of female headship may indicate a change of attitude favouring women’s emancipatory 

process (Chant, 2015). However, the fact that when both spouses are present, women are still less 

likely than men to report as head serves as evidence that egalitarianism has yet to be achieved in the 

region, as women tend to underreport their de facto headship, especially when a male partner lives in 

the household (Chant, 2003; Moser, 1993).  

The conclusions of our study are limited due to several constraints. First, a causal relationship 

between union status and living in poor conditions cannot be established due to the lack of 

comparable longitudinal data. Second, since we are using household materials and amenities to build 

asset indices as proxy indicators for poverty, our measurement of poverty differs from that in studies 

utilising income or expenditure. Asset indices mostly provide information on the physical household, 

and women are known to invest more money in the household than men (Chant, 2003) but we do not 
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have information on social capital. Third, the issue of vulnerability also extends beyond asset 

ownership. The gender gap related with earning and labour force participation remains wide for most 

Latin American countries (ECLAC, 2014), and this deprives women of equal opportunities for fully 

realising their economic potential. If the question is whether women are disadvantaged or not, women 

living in male-headed households may be at a higher risk of poverty than those who are able to form 

their own households (Alvarado Merino & Lara, 2016). Beyond income, equality encompasses self-

determination, health, and basic rights (Chant, 2016) which, although beyond the scope of this paper, 

are pivotal for understanding family relationships and the well-being of women and children in Latin 

America. In order to enable a much needed and wider consideration of the structural causes of poverty 

(Alvarado Merino & Lara, 2016), we contribute to the discussion on the living conditions of female 

headed households through a large empirical, quantitative approach from a cross-national comparative 

perspective, scrutinizing the diversity of family situations of women who head households over time.  
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Figure 1. Percentage of women aged from 35 to 44 heading households from 1970 to 2010 

 

Source: IPUMS-International 
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Table 1. Composition and headship rate by union status of women aged from 35 to 44 by union status, earlier and most recent census 

  

Married, 

spouse 

present

Married, 

spouse 

absent

Consensual 

union

Single, no 

children

Single, 

children

Separated 

or divorced
Widowed

Married, 

spouse 

present

Married, 

spouse 

absent

Consensual 

union

Single, no 

children

Single, 

children

Separated 

or divorced
Widowed

1980 69.1 4.1 9.4 8.4 2.2 4.1 2.8 1.1 60.7 8.9 19.5 59.0 63.5 77.4
2001 59.4 4.0 16.0 7.6 5.2 6.3 1.6 4.1 71.1 14.5 28.1 65.9 77.1 83.1

1980 72.0 0.0 8.8 7.5 2.0 5.3 4.3 0.2 0.0 2.3 16.4 74.7 73.5 84.8
2010 46.9 0.2 24.5 7.6 2.5 16.5 1.8 18.4 41.7 31.6 23.9 52.6 73.5 81.4

1970 67.4 6.9 3.8 9.9 4.4 3.9 3.8 1.9 57.5 8.9 16.6 36.6 66.7 70.5
2002 56.4 6.4 10.9 8.4 9.6 6.8 1.5 9.3 56.4 20.6 20.0 48.0 68.5 77.9

1985 52.7 3.6 17.7 8.8 4.3 8.8 4.2 2.2 47.3 12.7 16.1 47.2 66.0 75.8
2005 34.5 2.2 31.7 9.0 9.7 10.2 2.8 3.1 58.3 11.1 23.2 66.3 71.4 77.6

1973 63.6 4.1 11.6 7.8 5.8 4.4 2.8 0.2 64.1 6.4 10.7 56.3 73.9 82.0
2011 47.6 2.0 20.7 7.3 8.4 12.9 1.2 4.9 65.8 17.3 20.2 71.8 79.3 82.3

1974 53.8 6.7 19.5 6.1 5.3 4.9 3.8 0.2 75.6 8.5 16.8 50.5 65.2 78.3
2010 41.6 6.7 24.4 7.4 6.0 11.9 2.0 3.4 62.7 15.3 20.1 65.4 73.5 80.0

1992 36.6 3.8 31.5 6.7 7.9 9.3 4.3 4.1 60.2 10.8 15.1 63.0 69.2 79.0
2007 36.5 6.0 27.1 8.0 12.6 7.3 2.5 7.0 69.8 19.9 22.5 63.3 73.4 78.0

1970 66.1 4.8 12.7 6.1 1.1 4.2 5.1 0.1 53.5 8.8 8.6 66.1 61.3 70.5
2010 56.9 2.3 16.2 7.8 4.7 10.2 2.0 3.5 59.6 11.8 22.0 44.2 68.4 76.4

1971 45.0 6.4 26.7 5.8 6.2 4.4 5.6 0.8 66.3 13.2 13.0 58.2 65.8 71.6
2005 36.5 3.8 29.9 5.9 6.5 14.8 2.5 5.7 53.2 19.6 10.0 59.2 66.6 75.7

1980 36.8 3.7 37.1 4.7 3.4 12.2 2.1 0.6 70.2 9.0 24.7 62.2 72.8 71.0
2010 31.0 2.8 38.5 7.1 3.7 15.7 1.1 4.5 65.3 15.4 25.1 68.1 68.4 76.4

1982 60.9 3.5 15.9 7.0 8.5 2.5 1.8 0.0 56.0 3.6 19.8 63.1 71.8 82.5
2002 56.6 4.3 19.7 5.2 8.1 4.6 1.6 6.6 72.2 19.1 19.9 59.6 73.0 81.7

1993 52.3 9.2 19.0 6.9 4.5 4.8 3.3 0.8 72.0 14.9 18.1 59.3 72.7 81.0
2007 37.7 7.6 31.9 8.1 5.0 7.8 2.0 4.9 65.3 18.4 19.1 47.4 64.4 77.1

1975 68.6 4.8 6.2 9.6 1.8 6.1 2.9 0.3 73.9 8.9 20.9 49.9 65.6 80.4
2011 45.0 3.8 25.6 7.0 3.7 13.6 1.3 31.6 78.5 40.3 38.3 68.5 78.8 83.5

1971 47.1 5.0 22.9 7.8 11.7 2.1 3.4 0.2 64.2 4.9 16.0 60.7 69.5 77.3
2001 38.7 2.5 28.5 7.7 8.5 12.2 2.0 5.0 43.3 15.1 18.1 63.2 69.8 80.4

Source: IPUMS-International
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El Salvador

Mexico
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Uruguay

Nicaragua

Panama



29 
 

Table 2. Percentage of women aged from 35 to 44 heading households, observed and standardized by constant rate, and percentage of female headship 

increase attributable to change in union status, years rounded.  
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Table 3. Odds ratio of living in poor conditions by sex, union status, presence of children of household head, urban or rural residence, ownership of dwelling, 

of household heads aged 35 to 44

Model M 1 M 2 M 3 M 1 M 2 M 3 M 1 M 2 M 3 M 1 M 2 M 3 M 1 M 2 M 3 M 1 M 2 M 3 M 1 M 2 M 3
Sex
Male (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Female 1.41*** 0.89** 1.80** 1.71*** 1.23*** 1.42** 1.31*** 0.97 0.87 1.32*** 0.92 0.97 1.65*** 0.96 0.99 1.03 0.77*** 0.83 0.81*** 0.69*** 0.58*
Union Status
Married, spouse pres (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Married, spouse absent 2.20*** 3.53*** 1.61 1.84 1.28*** 1.65*** 1.59*** 2.19*** 3.17*** 4.79*** 1.20** 1.48*** 0.82* 1.12
Consen union 1.99*** 2.03*** 2.14*** 2.21*** 2.15*** 2.24*** 1.83*** 1.79*** 2.64*** 2.70*** 2.36*** 2.40*** 1.83*** 1.90***
Single 3.30*** 3.87*** 2.56*** 2.88*** 2.08*** 1.75*** 2.75*** 3.62*** 3.51*** 3.00*** 2.48*** 2.66*** 1.94*** 1.78***
Separated or divorced 1.59*** 2.19*** 3.15*** 3.44*** 1.90*** 2.27*** 2.15*** 2.94*** 2.57*** 2.75*** 2.45*** 2.82*** 1.63*** 1.51*
Widowed 1.67*** 1.70* 2.44*** 3.18*** 2.09*** 1.76 2.30*** 5.84*** 2.16*** 4.57*** 2.35*** 2.95*** 1.96*** 2.91**
Children
No (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Yes 1.12** 1.23*** 0.69*** 0.70*** 0.78*** 0.74*** 0.67*** 0.73*** 0.80*** 0.77*** 0.83*** 0.85** 0.99 0.89
Urban
No (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Yes 0.34*** 0.35*** 0.22*** 0.22*** 0.23*** 0.24*** 0.10*** 0.10*** 0.43*** 0.42*** 0.26*** 0.23*** 0.10*** 0.10***
Ownership
No (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Yes 0.84*** 0.83*** 0.76*** 0.77*** 0.86*** 0.86*** 1.01 0.97 0.45*** 0.44*** 1.67*** 1.67*** 0.83*** 0.79***
Interaction
Female x married, ab 0.34*** 0.76 0.66** 0.37** 0.43** 0.52*** 0.52**
Female x consens 0.66*** 0.89* 0.81 0.93 0.71** 0.74** 0.70*
Female x single 0.54*** 0.79** 1.32** 0.42*** 1.00 0.63** 0.87
Female x sep div 0.44*** 0.83** 0.75* 0.40*** 0.72* 0.56*** 0.85
Female x widow 0.63 0.69 1.16 0.22*** 0.33** 0.53** 0.49
Female x child 0.98 1.00 1.24* 1.19 1.14 1.10 1.36*

p<0.05*, p<0.01**, p<0.001***. Age and educational attainment controlled for all models.

El SalvadorEcuadorArgentina Brazil Chile Colombia Costa Rica
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Table 3 Continued

Model M 1 M 2 M 3 M 1 M 2 M 3 M 1 M 2 M 3 M 1 M 2 M 3 M 1 M 2 M 3 M 1 M 2 M 3 M 1 M 2 M 3
Sex
Male (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Female 0.96 0.75*** 0.58* 0.99 0.83** 0.62 1.33*** 0.80*** 0.83 1.05 0.80*** 0.91 0.80*** 0.67*** 0.59* 1.27*** 1.06 1.09 1.17*** 0.73*** 0.46**
Union Status
Married, spouse pres (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Married, spouse absent 1.12 1.30 0.85 1.01 2.07*** 2.24*** 1.46*** 1.81*** 1.42*** 1.87*** 3.33*** 4.20*** 2.16*** 2.40***
Consen union 1.76*** 1.75*** 1.63*** 1.64*** 2.53*** 2.44*** 1.83*** 1.85*** 1.64*** 1.61*** 2.31*** 2.34*** 2.40*** 2.43***
Single 1.71*** 1.41** 1.66*** 1.91** 4.40*** 5.61*** 2.22*** 3.21*** 1.60*** 1.65*** 4.16*** 4.79*** 3.28*** 3.39***
Separated or divorced 1.67*** 2.16*** 1.60*** 2.15** 4.12*** 5.56*** 1.61*** 2.42*** 1.94*** 1.82*** 3.51*** 4.24*** 2.63*** 3.49***
Widowed 1.55** 2.00* 1.82** 3.07* 3.11*** 3.62** 1.72*** 2.68** 1.89*** 2.14** 3.42*** 7.84*** 2.37*** 2.47**
Children
No (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Yes 0.78*** 0.75*** 0.90 0.85 0.88** 0.97 0.87* 0.97 0.64*** 0.64*** 0.80*** 0.84** 0.82*** 0.79**
Urban
No (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 -- 1.00 1.00 1.00
Yes 0.18*** 0.17*** 0.12*** 0.11*** 0.20*** 0.20*** 0.11*** 0.11*** 0.02*** 0.02*** -- -- 0.19*** 0.17***
Ownership
No (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Yes 0.77*** 0.76*** 0.71*** 0.70*** 0.83*** 0.80*** 0.95 0.98 1.15*** 1.17*** 0.68*** 0.65*** 0.84*** 0.81***
Interaction
Female x married, ab 0.73 0.58 0.82 0.57** 0.64** 0.69* 0.59*
Female x consens 0.92 0.79 1.20 0.83 1.01 0.97 0.72**
Female x single 1.36 0.62 0.59* 0.44*** 0.94 0.80 0.68**
Female x sep div 0.63** 0.52* 0.62* 0.43*** 1.06 0.74** 0.48***
Female x widow 0.65 0.42 0.74 0.45* 0.84 0.36* 0.65
Female x child 1.32* 1.69* 0.94 1.20 1.10 1.04 1.44**

p<0.05*, p<0.01**, p<0.001***. Age and educational attainment controlled for all models.

Uruguay VenezuelaMexico Nicaragua Panama Paraguay Peru
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Appendix 1. Components of the asset indices 
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Appendix 2. Codification of Assets and Housing Materials 

  Coded 1   Coded 0 

sewage 10 = "Connected to sewage 

system or septic tank"  

20 = "Not connected to sewage 

disposal system" 

 

11 = "Sewage system (public 

sewage disposal)"   

 

12 = "Septic tank (private 

sewage disposal)"   

fuel for cooking 20 = "Electricity" 
 

10 = "None" 

 

30 = "Petroleum gas, 

unspecified"  

50 = "Wood, coal, and other 

solid fuels" 

 

31 = "Gas -- piped/utility" 
 

51 = "Wood and other plant 

fuels" 

 

32 = "Gas -- tanked or bottled" 
 

52 = "Non-wood plant 

materials" 

 

33 = "Propane" 
 

53 = "Coal or charcoal" 

 

35 = "Liquefied petroleum gas" 
 

54 = "Charcoal" 

 

40 = "Petroleum liquid" 
 

55 = "Coal" 

 

41 = "Oil, kerosene, and other 

liquid fuels"  
56 = "Wood or charcoal" 

 

42 = "Kerosene/paraffin" 
 

70 = "Other" 

 

43 = "Kerosene or oil" 
 

71 = "Alcohol" 

 

44 = "Kerosene or gasoline" 
 

72 = "Biogas" 

 

45 = "Gasoline" 
 

73 = "Discarded or waste 

material" 

 

46 = "Cocinol" 
 

74 = "Dung/manure" 

 

60 = "Multiple fuels" 
 

75 = "Dung or grass" 

 

61 = "Bottled gas and wood" 
 

76 = "Solar energy" 

 

62 = "Propane and electricity" 
  

 

63 = "Propane, kerosene, and 

electricity"   

 

64 = "Propane and kerosene" 
  

 

65 = "Kerosene and electrictiy" 
  

 

66 = "Other combinations" 
  

fuel for heating 02 = "Electricity" 
 

01 = "None" 

 

03 = "Fuel oil, kerosene, other 

liquid fuels"  
08 = "Solid fuel" 

 

04 = "Kerosene/paraffin" 
 

09 = "Coal" 

 

05 = "Diesel" 
 

10 = "Wood" 

 

06 = "Gas" 
 

11 = "Wood or coal" 

 

07 = "Bottled gas, in tank, 

liquified"  
12 = "Solar" 

 
  

13 = "Animal dung" 

 
  

15 = "Other" 

 
  

16 = "Multiple sources" 

refrigerator 2 = "Yes" 
 

1 = "No" 

automobiles 

available 
1 = "1 auto" 

 
0 = "No autos" 

 

2 = "2 autos" 
  

 

3 = "3 autos" 
  

 

4 = "4 autos" 
  

 

5 = "5 autos" 
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6 = "6+ autos" 
  

 

7 = "Have auto, number 

unspecified"   

computer 2 = "Yes" 
 

1 = "No" 

cellular phone 

available 
1 = "Yes" 

 
2 = "No" 

floor material 200 = "Finished" 
 

100 = "None/unfinished (earth)" 

 

201 = "Cement, tile, or brick" 
 

110 = "Sand" 

 

202 = "Cement" 
 

120 = "Dung" 

 

203 = "Concrete" 
  

 

204 = "Cement screed" 
  

 

205 = "Ceramic tile" 
  

 

206 = "Paving stone, cement 

tile"   

 

207 = "Stone" 
  

 

208 = "Brick" 
  

 

209 = "Brick or stone" 
  

 

210 = "Brick or cement" 
  

 

211 = "Block" 
  

 

212 = "Terrazzo" 
  

 

213 = "Wood" 
  

 

214 = "Palm, bamboo" 
  

 

215 = "Parquet" 
  

 

216 = "Parquet, tile, vinyl" 
  

 

217 = "Parquet, tile, marble" 
  

 

218 = "Ceramic, marble, 

granite"   

 

219 = "Ceramic, marble, tile, or 

vinyl"   

 

220 = "Marble" 
  

 

221 = "Mosaic" 
  

 

222 = "Tile" 
  

 

223 = "Tile, linoleum, ceramic, 

etc"   

 

224 = "Tile, cement" 
  

 

225 = "Tile, stone" 
  

 

226 = "Tile, stone, brick" 
  

 

227 = "Tile, stone, vinyl, brick" 
  

 

228 = "Tile, vinyl, brick" 
  

 

229 = "Tile, vinyl" 
  

 

230 = "Vinyl, linoleum, etc" 
  

 

231 = "Asphalt sheet, vinyl, etc" 
  

 

232 = "Synthetic, plastic" 
  

 

233 = "Cane" 
  

electricity 1 = "Yes" 
 

2 = "No" 

wall or building 

material 
500 = "Masonry, stone, cement, 

adobe, metal, glass, and other 

fabricated materials (sometimes 

mixed with wood)" 

 
100 = "No walls" 

 

501 = "Brick, block, stone, or 

cement"  

200 = "Cardboard, scrap, and 

miscellaneous materials" 

 

502 = "Brick, stone, concrete" 
 

201 = "Waste, scrap, or 

discarded material" 
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503 = "Brick, stone, or 

substitutes (dividing panels 

made of reinforced concrete)" 
 

202 = "Fabric or discarded 

material" 

 

504 = "Brick, stone, or 

substitutes (dividing panels 

made of wood)" 
 

203 = "Zinc, fabric, cardboard, 

tins, and waste material" 

 

505 = "Brick or tile" 
 

204 = "Cardboard sheet" 

 

506 = "Brick or stone" 
 

205 = "Plastic sheeting, 

cardboard" 

 

507 = "Brick or cement block" 
 

206 = "Makeshift, salvaged, or 

improvised materials" 

 

508 = "Brick with plaster 

exterior"  
207 = "Reused materials" 

 

509 = "Brick without plaster 

exterior"  
300 = "Wood" 

 

510 = "Burnt or stabilized brick" 
 

310 = "Rough wood" 

 

511 = "Brick" 
 

320 = "Wood or fibercement" 

 

512 = "Unburnt brick" 
 

330 = "Wood, formica, and 

other" 

 

513 = "Unburnt brick with 

cement"  
340 = "Wood or bamboo" 

 

514 = "Unburnt brick with mud" 
 

350 = "Wood or straw" 

 

515 = "Concrete" 
 

400 = "Other plant-based 

materials" 

 

516 = "Landcrete" 
 

401 = "Plantain leaves and 

similar material" 

 

517 = "Cement blocks" 
 

402 = "Bamboo or cane" 

 

518 = "Cement blocks or brick" 
 

403 = "Bamboo, sawali, cogon, 

nipa" 

 

519 = "Cement blocks or brick, 

unfinished"  
404 = "Straw or bamboo" 

 

520 = "Cement and adobe 

bricks"  
405 = "Grass, straw or reed" 

 

521 = "Cement and stone block" 
 

406 = "Reed, bamboo, or palm" 

 

522 = "Reinforced concrete, pre-

cast concrete panels, or steel 

skeleton framed concrete" 
 

524 = "Adobe" 

 

523 = "Concrete, reinforced 

concrete, blocks, panels"  

525 = "Adobe walls with plaster 

exterior" 

 

  

526 = "Adobe walls without 

plaster exterior" 

 

  

527 = "Adobe with cement 

exterior" 

 

  

528 = "Adobe (tabique, 

quinche)" 

 
  

529 = "Wood and earth adobe" 

 

  

530 = "Wood and cement 

adobe" 

 
  

531 = "Mud or adobe" 

 

  

532 = "Pressed dirt (similar to 

adobe)" 

 
  

533 = "Clay" 

 

  

534 = "Coated clay/mud with 

sticks/cane" 



36 
 

 

  

535 = "Clay or clay-covered 

sticks" 

 

  

536 = "Netted bamboo or cane 

with mud" 

 

  

537 = "Bundle of mud, straw, 

other materials" 

 
  

538 = "Mud with wood/wattle" 

 
  

539 = "Pole and mud" 

 
  

540 = "Mud with cement" 

 

  

541 = "Unfinished lathe and 

plaster, stucco, etc." 

 
  

542 = "Stone" 

 
  

543 = "Hand-laid stone" 

 
  

544 = "Quarried stone" 

 
  

545 = "Cut stone and concrete" 

 
  

546 = "Cemented stone" 

 
  

547 = "Stone with clay" 

 
  

548 = "Blocks of light material" 

 
  

549 = "Prefabricated material" 

 
  

550 = "Asbestos" 

 
  

551 = "Metal or asbestos sheet" 

 
  

552 = "Metal or iron sheet" 

 

  

553 = "Metal or fibercement 

sheeting" 

 

  

554 = "Galvanized iron or 

aluminum" 

 
  

555 = "Tin" 

 
  

556 = "Glass" 

 
  

557 = "Cloth" 

 
  

558 = "Covintec panels" 

 
  

559 = "Mixed material" 

 

  

560 = "Mixed material: part 

wood; part concrete, brick, or 

stone" 

 

  

561 = "Wood plastered with 

clay, adobe, other materials; 

wood pressed panels; rolled mud 

bricks; etc." 

 

  

570 = "Mainly permanent 

materials" 

telephone availability 2 = "Yes" 
 

1 = "No" 

water 10 = "Yes, piped water" 
 

20 = "No piped water" 

 

11 = "Piped inside dwelling" 
  

 

12 = "Piped, exclusively to this 

household"   

 

13 = "Piped, shared with other 

households"   

 

14 = "Piped outside the 

dwelling"   

 

15 = "Piped outside dwelling, in 

building"   

 

16 = "Piped within the building 

or plot of land"   
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17 = "Piped outside the building 

or lot"   

 

18 = "Have access to public 

piped water"   

roof material 

10 = "Masonry, concrete, clay 

tile, or tiles of unspecified type"  

40 = "Wood and other plant 

materials" 

 

11 = "Concrete or cement" 
 

41 = "Wood" 

 

12 = "Reinforced concrete 

(slab)"  
42 = "Wood, including bamboo" 

 

13 = "Cement or sheet metal" 
 

43 = "Bamboo" 

 

14 = "Tile, unspecified" 
 

44 = "Cogon, nipa, anahaw" 

 

15 = "Clay tile" 
 

45 = "Thatch (straw, grass, 

leaves, palm, etc.)" 

 

16 = "Tile or cement" 
 

46 = "Cane, wood, straw" 

 

17 = "Modern tiles, industrial" 
 

47 = "Grass" 

 

18 = "Traditional tiles, locally 

made"  
48 = "Papyrus" 

 

19 = "Tile or flat stone" 
 

49 = "Banana leaves or fiber" 

 

20 = "Fibercement or plastic" 
 

50 = "Palm or makuti" 

 

21 = "Asphalt or laminate 

cover"  
51 = "Plant material with clay" 

 

22 = "Tile, cement, asphalt" 
 

52 = "Grass and mud" 

 

23 = "Asphalt tile" 
 

53 = "Straw, bamboo, 

polythene" 

 

24 = "Slate or tile" 
 

60 = "Mud or earth" 

 

25 = "Slate or asbestos" 
 

61 = "Clay" 

 

26 = "Asbestos" 
 

70 = "Cardboard, scrap, and 

miscellaneous materials" 

 

27 = "Adobe" 
 

71 = "Discarded or scrap 

material" 

 

28 = "Tiles or wood planks" 
 

72 = "Cardboard" 

 

30 = "Metal" 
 

73 = "Plastic" 

 

31 = "Sheet metal" 
 

80 = "Other, unspecified" 

 

32 = "Zinc or tin" 
  

 

33 = "Tin" 
  

 

34 = "Sheet metal or other sheet 

material"   

 

35 = "Sheet metal, tile, slate" 
  

toilet 

20 = "Have toilet, type not 

specified"  
10 = "No toilet" 

 

21 = "Flush toilet" 
 

11 = "No flush toilet" 

 
  

22 = "Non-flush, latrine" 

 

  

23 = "Non-flush, other and 

unspecified" 

television set 

20 = "Yes, color or black-and-

white not specified"  
10 = "No" 

 

21 = "1 television" 
  

 

22 = "2 televisions" 
  

 

23 = "3 televisions" 
  

 

24 = "4 televisions" 
  

 

25 = "5 televisions" 
  

 

26 = "6 televisions" 
  

 

27 = "7 televisions" 
  



38 
 

 

28 = "8 televisions" 
  

 

29 = "9+ televisions" 
  

 

30 = "Yes, color only" 
  

 

31 = "1 color tv" 
  

 

32 = "2 color tvs" 
  

 

33 = "3+ color tvs" 
  

 

40 = "Yes, black-and-white 

only"   

 

41 = "1 black-white tv" 
  

 

42 = "2 black-white tvs" 
  

 

43 = "3+ black-white tvs" 
  

 

50 = "Yes, both color and black-

and-white"   

 

52 = "2+ color and black-white 

tvs"   

 

53 = "3+ color and black-white 

tvs"   

 

54 = "4+ color and black-white 

tvs"   

central heating 

2 = "Central heating, not 

specified"  
1 = "No heating" 

 

3 = "Collective central heating" 
 

6 = "No central heating/heating 

unknown" 

 

4 = "Individual central heating" 
  

 

5 = "Other heating, not central" 
  

radio  2 = "Yes"   1 = "No" 

washer  2 = "Yes" 
 

1 = "No" 

 

3 = "Automatic of semi-

automatic"    

  

4 = "Wringer or other non-

automatic"  
    

internet 2 = "Yes"   1 = "No" 

 

 


