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The Poverty and Heter ogeneity among Female Headed Households Revisited:
The Case of Panama
1. INTRODUCTION

While policy discussion regarding female headed households (FHHS) is not new, it is
still acontroversial issue. As household-level data sets became increasingly available in many
developing countries validity of some of the empirical regularities earlier claimed, such asthe
higher poverty among FHHSs, have been somewhat questioned[! conventional definitions of
“household headship’ have been critici zedﬂand policy implications have been debatedﬂ. In this
paper, we conduct an analysis of FHHs based on the 1997 Panama Living Standard M easurement
Study data focusing on one of the central questions of the female headship analysis: Are female
headed households proportionately over-represented among the poor, and can female headship be
an appropriate targeting criterion for poverty focused policy interventions?

We will argue that in addressing this question we need more systematic ways of poverty
comparisons between FHHs and non-FHHSs than typically conducted in the past. Such analysis
should include sensitivity analyses incorporating some methodol ogical aspects of comparisonsin
consumption poverty and alternative headship definitions. It should also include non-
consumption dimensions of poverty. Our findings from Panama show that the answer to the
above question depends on the further disaggregation of various sub-types of FHHS, adjustments
of per-capita household expenditure measures in terms of demographic composition of the
household, and geographical disaggregation within Panama. We find, in particular, that while the

(self-reported) FHHs as awhol e appear to be better-off than their male headed counterparts on

average, such results are somewhat sensitive to the incorporation of economies of scalein



household consumption, and, furthermore, more disaggregated analysis reveals that a particular
segment of FHHS, the self-reported FHHs who have common-law partnersliving in urban areas,
are at agreat disadvantage in both consumption and some non-consumption dimensions of
poverty. The use of less systematic analysis could fail to identify such vulnerable groups who
might potentially deserve special policy attention.

2. THE POVERTY OF FHHSREVISITED: A REVIEW OF RECENT LITERATURE

A large number of empirical studies have been conducted on the relationship between

femal e headship and poverty, measured by household consumption or income, in developing
countries. In general, as afew recent reviews have concl uded,mfemale headship is often found to
be associated with higher incidence of poverty. For example, Buvinic and Gupta (1997)
reviewed 61 studies examining the relationship between female headship and poverty; 38 studies
found that FHHs were over-represented among the poor, additional 15 studies found associations
between poverty and some types of female headship, and only eight studies found no evidence of
greater poverty among FHHs. Most of the studies are based on the “ self-reported” headship
definitions although a few had further disaggregation such as de facto or de jure FH H& Based
on these findings, they argue that “ headship should seriously be considered as a potentially useful
criterion for targeting antipoverty interventions, especially in devel oping countries where means
testing isnot feasible.” On the other hand, however, a recently conducted analysis by
Quisumbing, et al. (1995), using household survey data sets from 10 developing countries, find
that while poverty measures among FH Hsﬂtend to be higher in the maority of their sample

countries (7 out of 10), in athird to a half of them statistically significant, such evidence may not



be necessarily robust; in particular, their analysis using stochastic dominance tests reveals that it
isonly in two countries (rural Ghana and Bangladesh) out of the ten where FHHs have
consistently higher poverty among the bottom third of population. Their general conclusion thus
isthat “differences between male- and femal e-headed households among the very poor are not
sufficiently large that one can conclude that one is unambiguously worse- or better-off."l;I While
itisdifficult to draw any systematic conclusions from these studies with rather different

findi ngs,g at least the latter study casts some doubts about the robustness of the often claimed
association between the general female headship and higher poverty.

One of the main reasons behind such seemingly contradicting conclusions appears to be
the fact that FHHSs constitute a heterogeneous group of households with different types of FHHs
with different reasons for becoming female headed. Thus the compositions of different types of
FHHs are likely to be different across countries and across different areas within countries.
Generally, detailed country studies tend to suggest that the relationships between femal e headship
and poverty could differ significantly depending on the further disaggregation of reported
headship by marital status and other demographic characteristics, or on aternative headship
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definitions.” Dreéze and Srinivasan (1998), for example, focus on the poverty of widow-headed
households, who are found to be more disadvantaged than the more general categories of FHHs.
A few studies employed alternative ‘economic’ definitions of female headship; while
Rosenhouse (1989) finds that use of her ‘working head’ definition identifies stronger positive
relation between femal e headship and greater poverty compared to the self-reported headship in

Peru, Rogers (1995), with an ‘ economic definition’ of headship in terms of earned income, as



well as Handa (1994) with the ‘working headship’ definition, arrives at an opposite conclusion in
Dominican Republic and in Jamaica, respectively. Furthermore, as Buvinic and Gupta' s review
also points out, even within the same subtype of FHHs the likelihood of such households being
poor differs depending on specific country situations.

In addition to the large heterogeneity among FHHS, there are also methodological issues
involved in the analysis of household expenditure data that could affect the conclusions drawn
regarding the association between femal e headship and poverty. One of such issuesisthe
adjustment of per-capita consumption expenditure measures with adult-equivalence scales and
economies of scale. Such adjustments could potentially lead to significantly different policy
implications when, as is often the case, there are systematic correlations between female
headship, on the one hand, and household composition and household size, on the other. Also of
potential importance is the sensitivity of the femal e headship-poverty relationship with respect to
alternative poverty measures and poverty lines. For example, both Dréze and Srinivasan (1998)
in India and Bhushan and Chao (n.d.) in Ghana find that ignoring economies of scale would
underestimate the poverty of FHHs enough to lead to ‘rank reversals' while ignoring adult
equivalent scales has relatively small quantitative effects. Louat et al.(1992), on the other hand,
find relatively large effects of adult equivalence adjustments as well as of using alternative
poverty measures. Quisumbing et al.(1995) find that whether or not FHHs are over-represented
among the poor somewhat depends on the level of the poverty line, while Dréze and Srinivasan
(1998)’ s results were found to be robust across awide range of poverty lines.

Therefore, despite the conclusions drawn by some observers, many (though with some



exceptions, as noted above) past studies on the relationships between femal e headship and
poverty were likely to be clouded by many factors, including the ambiguity in the definition of
the headship concept in data, lack of distinction among very different types of female headship
situations and among potentially different regional contexts within countries, and possible
sensitivity of findings to aternative adjustment methods in incorporating household
demographics into household expenditure (or income) measures. In order to obtain policy
implications, such as the relevance of the female headship as a criterion for targeted anti-poverty
interventions, we need to understand systematic rel ationships between different types of female
headed households and poverty under different circumstances, which in turn will require more
systematic analyses than generally conducted in the past, incorporating all of these factors
mentioned above for each country. None of these past studies appears to have incorporated the
combination of all of these possible dimensions of sensitivity analyses simultaneously. Our
analysis of the Panamanian case is intended as an attempt in such a direction.

In addition, there are many non-income dimensions of poverty that need to be examined
in order to obtain afuller picture of the poverty of FHHs. Above all, the issues that have drawn
particularly high attention are the ‘time poverty’ aspects of FHHs and intergenerational
transmission of disadvantages of FHHs, mainly through the nutritional status and education of
children. Because of the ‘double day burden’ on the female heads of economic support and
household chores, it is often argued, female heads are more likely to be ‘time poor’ (that is,
consume smaller amount of leisure time), than female or male heads of jointly-headed

households. Studies based on afew (though often incomplete) data sets do seem to suggest that
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female heads of households tend to consume smaller amount of leisure.
Furthermore, such “substitution of work for leisure to achieve a certain level of
consumption in femal e-headed househol ds may signify the perpetuation of poverty into the next
generation,” (Buvinic and Gupta 1997). Theissue of the possibility of intergenerational
transmission of disadvantagesin FHHs s rather complicated, since there are at |east two
counteracting forces in operation here. On one hand, if FHHs indeed tend to be poorer than non-
FHHs in terms of income, then it implies that children’s welfare may be lower in FHHs, through
lower consumption (including food consumption), lower education expenditures, and so on.
Furthermore, the *double day’ burden on the female heads could potentially place burden on
children’ s time by forcing them to supplement or substitute their mothers’ work, thereby leading
to possibly less time for own education. On the other hand, however, there has been some
evidence that women tend to allocate greater shares of household resources toward their children
than men do, cetris paribus.l’z'| If so, children within FHHs, presumably benefiting from such
stronger preferences of the female head toward children, might be better-off than their
counterpart in non-FHHs with same levels of income, because of the systematic differencesin
the patterns of household resource allocation as aresult of differential preferences between
women and men. Which of these counteracting forces tends to dominate is an empirical
guestion. It isthus not surprising that we find mixed results from empirical studies regarding the
positive or negative association between femal e headship and the welfare of children. For
example, Buvinic and Gupta (1997)’ s review finds that among the 29 studies they covered there

was “adight bias toward finding more protective effectsin Africa, but recent studies report this



phenomenon also in Latin America and the Caribbean” (italic added) when the poverty outcomes
are measured by nutritional status and educational outcomes of children.
3. PANAMANIAN CONTEXTSAND THE DATA

As of 1997, Panama had a per capita GDP of US$3,080 with over two million people.
The 1997 Living Standard Measurement Study (LSMS) survey, conducted by the Ministry of
Planning and Economic Policy (MIPPE), indicates that the nationwide headcount poverty ratio in
1997 was 0.37, that itsincome inequality was among world’ s highest with Gini coefficient of
O.GE,| and that the headcount poverty ratio had fallen between 1983 and 1997. (World Bank
1999) In analyzing the poverty of FHHs measured by consumption expenditures, we will use the
poverty line calculated by the World Bank; it is based on the minimum per-capita average daily
caloric requirement of 2,280 plus a specific level of allowance for non-food items (33%) which
is based on the actual expenditures by the households whose consumption expenditures are
around the level of the minimum caloric requirement. The annual per capita expenditure at the
poverty line thus derived is B$905.ll:‘I

In Panama, gender disparity does not appear to be as pressing an issue as in some other
parts of the world, such asin South Asia. For example, on average years of schooling is higher
among girls than among boys (the reverse is true in indigenous areas, however). Thereisno
evidence of gender bias against girlsin child nutrition, nor is there evidence of gender
discrimination in earnings after controlling for education and other observed characteristics. At
the same time, however, there is some evidence that unemployment rate is higher among women,

that gender barriers exist in terms of sector of employment and of promotion within firms, that



rural women are more constrained than men in access to credit and extension services, and that
domestic violence could be a serious problem.IJII
There appears to be an increasing trend in the proportion of FHHs in many countries
including Panama. (Buvunic and Gupta1997) Regarding the poverty of FHHs in Panama, the
only previous study known to the present author is the one by Sahota (1990) based on the
National Socioeconomic Survey in 1983; it found that the general female headship was
associated with lower consumption expenditure and higher poverty in the context of multiple
regression analysis. On the other hand, more recent set of studiesin Latin America (not
including Panama), all based on data in the mid 1990s, indicates that FHHs are not necessarily
overrepresented among the poor; among the 14 Latin American counries under study only in six
of them were FHHs overrepresented among the poor."-T“I
In the rest of the paper, we will examine the poverty of FHHs in Panama using the 1997
LSMS. Theinterviews were conducted during the period between July and September of 1997.
The total sample of households with completed questionnaires was 4,938 (representing 650,726
population households nationwide) containing 21,410 individuals (representing the population of
2,732,316 individuals nation wide), and is nationally representative for four geographic areas:
urban, rural indigenous, rural remote access and rural non—indigenous.l;'I Here an ‘urban’ areais
defined as any area with more than 1,500 persons per ki Iometer.l':I
In our analysis of FHHs we will follow the geographical disaggregation among urban

(representing 56% of total population), rural (35%) and indigenous areas (9%), as adopted by the

LSM S sampling, since dynamics of becoming FHHs and possible disadvantages among FHHs



could potentially be different among these groups. In general, there may be relatively more
economic opportunities and less social constraints on women in urban than in rural areas. Such
factorsin urban areas, in turn, may affect (weaken) the stability of marriage and may also affect
(increase) the prevalence of un-married relationships, thereby affecting the prevalence of female
headship in general. (e. g., Chant 1997: 93) Furthermore, Panamais often characterized by its
highly dualistic development pattern with its major cities (such as Panama City and Colon)
hosting the “internationally-oriented, modern, dynamic service ‘enclaves,’” suggesting
potentially very sharp urban-rural differences.EI We can observe that both female labor force
participation and the share of FHHs are higher in urban than in rural areas. In addition, the rural-
urban disaggregation could be also appropriate given the way some sub-categories of FHHs may
arise in each area; for example, rural-urban migration of male household heads creates de facto
FHHs (to be defined below) in rural areas which may be economically supported by the
remittances from their husbands working in urban areas while such migration could potentially
induce de jure FHHs in urban areas if such migrants engage in extramarital relationshipsin their
destinations. Furthermore, while there might be more economic opportunities for women in
urban areas, the level of social capital, arguably a major asset among the poor, appears to be
much lower in urban areas than in rural areas. (Pena and Lindo-Fuentes 1998)

In Panama, its major indigenous population has historically been concentrated in certain
geographical regions although smaller number of them livein al of Panama' s provinces. These
indigenous people livein rural settings, mainly engaged in agriculture, and their labor is

organized by sex and age.EIAIthough such characteristics may be similar to other (non-



indigenous) rural areas, indigenous areas are characterized by very low productivity and
extremely high (i. e, much higher than the other rural areas, as we will see later) incidence of
poverty. In addition, in contrast with non-indigenous areas, there is a gender gap in education
among children in indigenous areas. Also indigenous people appear to face discrimination in
labor market, such as lower earnings after controlling for education and other worker
characteristics. (World Bank 1999) At the same time, however, measures of ‘social capital’ in
indigenous areas tend to be higher than urban or non-indigenous rural areas, and thereis some
indication that higher social capital may provide more possibilities for women to ‘realize their
potential.” (Pena and Lindo-Fuentes 1998) It appears that these various differences among urban,
rural and indigenous areas could potentially affect the poverty outcomes among FHHsin
different ways.

4. SHARESOF FHHSWITH ALTERNATIVE HEADSHIP DEFINITIONS

Before looking into the poverty of FHHs in Panama using alternative headship

definitions, we will briefly examine the question: to what extent do different definitions of FHHs
identify different sets of households as female headed? Aswe can see from Table 1, at the
national aggregate level, self-reported femal e headed households represent alittle less than one
quarter (22%) of the total households. FHHs tend to have a higher share in urban area (28%) and
lower sharesin rural and indigenous areas (17% and 15%, respectively). Table 2 showsthe
degree to which aternative definitions of FHHs identify different sets of households as female
headed. If the households identified as FHHs by alternative definitions do not vary much then

applying alternative definitions in analyzing the poverty of FHHs would be of little value. In our
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analysis, we will differentiate seven sub-categories of self-reported FHHs: 1. de jure FHHSs (i. e.,
those self-reported FHHs where the reported head is either unmarried/single, divorced/separated,
or widowed), further disaggregation of de jure FHHs according to the head’s marrital status (i. e.,
2. unmarried, 3. divorced or separated, and 4. widowed), 5. self-reported FHHs who have
spouses (‘casada’), 6. self-reported FHHs who have unmarried/common-law male partners
(‘unida’), and 7. de facto FHHSs (i. e., those self-reported FHHS where the reported head has her
spouse or common-law male partner but they are not physically present@. In addition, we will
also use three alternative (non-self reported) definitions of FHHs. Such alternative definitions of
FHHs include what can be called a purely demographic definition and economic definitions. For
the former, we will use ‘ Potential FHHS' (i. e., those households where there is no working age
male —defined as between age 15 and 60— is present). The ‘potential FHH’ definition of FHHs
has been used when analyzing a data set containing demographic compositions but not economic
activities, such asin censuses.LZI For the *economic definition’ of FHHs, which signifiesthe
aspect that the main economic supporter of the household is female rather than male, we follow
Rosenhouse (1989)’ s definition of the ‘working head’; we identify the household member who
contributed more than 50% of the total hours of work (including paid labor market hours, unpaid
hours on farm and on family enterprises, but excluding household chores or child care) by al the
household members combined during the week preceding the survey interview and ‘working’
FHHs are identified as those households where such main labor-hour contributor is a woman.
Finally, we take alook at the intersection of both economic and demographic definitions of

household headship. For that purpose, we identify those FHHs, what we might call ‘ Core

11



FHHs,” which qualify as female headed by both the *working head’ definition and the * potential
FHH’ definition of female headship —this should identify the households that conceptually fit the
prototypical notion of FHHS: i. e., the absence of any steady male partner and the female being
the primary economic supporter of the household.

Aswe can seein Table 2, the households identified as FHHs do differ significantly
depending on which definition of household headship is adopted. In most of the cases the
overlap appears typically around 40 to 60%. For example, among the self-reported FHHs, only
about 40% of them are also classified as female headed with the ‘working head’ definition while
50% of them also qualify as ‘potential FHHS (see the first column of Table 2). This seemsto
indicate that the degree of economic support is not as strong a factor as demographic composition
in self-reported headship in Panama; this appears consistent with the view that women’s
economic contribution is often under-recognized in the self-definition of the headship, compared
to other factors such as age, asset ownership and the conventionally assumed role (or norm) of
male authority. Conversely, among the FHHs defined by the ‘working head’ definition, only
57% are also self-reported as FHHs and 48% are also classified as ‘ potential FHHS.” (last column
of Table 2).

(TABLE 1 AND 2 AROUND HERE)
5. CONSUMPTION POVERTY OF FHHSIN PANAMA
(a) Headcount poverty ratios by alternative female headship definitions
Table 3 reports the headcount poverty ratios, applied to per capita household

expenditures, of FHHs versus the rest of the households. At the national aggregate level, thereis
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no evidence that FHHs, whether self-reported (without any further breakdown), or by purely
demographic or economic (‘working head') definition, are more likely to be poor than non-
FHHs. It appears that the opposite is true; the headcount poverty ratio among self-reported FHHs
is 29% while that of self-reported ‘male headed’ households is 40% and the differenceis
statistically significant.

(TABLE 3 AROUND HERE)

Given the large heterogeneity among FHHSs, however, more appropriate question would
be: what type of FHHs, if any, are over-represented among the poor and thus worthy of special
policy attention? Once we start disaggregating self-reported FHHs by marita status, we find
dlightly more subtle patterns. For example, among some sub-groups of the self-reported FHHS,
while those with legally married spouses (casada) do not have higher headcount poverty ratiosin
any of the area, the self-reported FHHs with common-law partners (‘unida’ category) have
significantly higher headcount poverty ratios nation-wide, in urban and in indigenous areas.

Such households are, however, avery small minority. We can aso further disaggregate de jure
FHHs among those headed by widows, by separated or divorced, and by single women. Dejure
FHHs headed by widows and by divorced or separated women have significantly higher
headcount poverty ratios in indigenous areas but not in any other area. What really stands out in
indigenous areas, however, is the overwhelmingly high incidence of poverty in indigenous areas,
with mostly over 90% poor. In such a situation, gender of headship is not quite an issue since
virtually every oneis poor in most cases.'zz| In fact, disaggregated analysis of the male-headed

households (not reported) reveal s that there is no significant difference in the headcount poverty
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ratios between FHHs and male headed households in any of the disaggregated categories of
headship in indigenous areas.

Now departing from the self-reported female headship definition, we turn to the
headship analysis using the purely demographic and ‘economic’ definitions. We find again that
these FHHs are significantly less likely to be in poverty than are the rest of the households. Our
results present a sharp contrast with Rosenhouse (1989)’ s findings from Peru where FHHs
defined in terms of ‘working head’ tended to have higher headcount poverty ratios than self-
reported FHHSs, and are more in line with Rogers (1995)" findings from Dominican Republic and
Handa (1995)’ s from Jamaica that the use of ‘economic’ headship definitions, rather than that of
self-reported headship, tends to make FHHs appear economically better off. Finally, the ‘ core
FHH categories also turn out to be less likely to be poor than non-FHH.lZ'|

Such somewhat mixed patterns seem to suggest that the dynamics of becoming female
heads of households and the reasons why particular sub-categories of FHHs may be poorer differ
among urban, rural and indigenous areas. The higher poverty among FHHs with unmarried
partners (unida) in urban areas, for example, might be due to the much greater economic
opportunities for women which enable them to sustain FHHs and, in addition, to the existence of
multiple female partners of some Panamanian men that is much more prevalent in urban thanin
other areas.lz'I In some parts of the world, such asin South Asia, widows have long been
recognized as being particularly disadvantaged and poor;E“lin Panama, however, there is not an
indication that widows are disadvantaged, in terms of consumption poverty, in non-indigenous

rural areas.
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(TABLE 4, 5, 6 AND 7 AROUND HERE)

(b) Headcount poverty ratios with adult equivalence and economies of scale taken into account

In our analysis above, we have used per capita consumption expenditures as the
indicator of the welfare level of the household. There are at least two additional considerations
asto how, in theory, a consumption measure of household welfare could better incorporate
differences in demographic composition of the households than the simple per capita measure:
adult equivalence scales and economies of scale. Since the consumption needs of children may
be met at lower cost than those of adults, the per capita consumption measure could understate
(overstate) the welfare level of the households with larger (smaller) proportion of children, given
the same total number of household members. Furthermore, if economies of scale exist in
household consumption, then the per capita consumption measure could understate (overstate)
the welfare level of larger (smaller) households given the same level of per capita consumption
level. We conduct sensitivity analyses using arange of alternative parameter values that appear
plausible for both adult equivalence scales and the economies of scale in household consumption.
In generdl, if there are systematic differences in the household size and household composition
(especidly in terms of the proportion of children among the household members) between female
headed and non-femal e headed households, then the welfare level would be systematically under-
or over-stated between these two categories.

Our data from Panama show that the proportion of children among household members

tends to be smaller in self-reported FHHs than in non-FHHs. The average number of children

15



(age 15 or below) among self-reported FHHS, for example, is 1.19 while that among non-FHH is
1.69, and average shares of children of age 15 or below in the total number of household
members are 24% among self-reported FHHs and 29% among non-FHHs. Thus incorporating
adult equivalence scales could potentially increase the estimated headcount poverty ratios among
FHHs. Tables 4 through 7 summarize qualitative results of various sensitivity and other analyses
of poverty of FHHs to be discussed in the rest of the paper.EI It turns out that incorporating adult
equivalent scales has very small quantitative effects on estimates of headcount poverty ratios and
thus has virtually no effect on qualitative conclusions obtained from the estimates using ssmple
per capita measuresE.|

Since femal e headed households often tend to be of smaller size than non-female headed
households, some recent studies have found that the difference in headcount poverty ratios
between female headed and male headed households is sensitive to the assumption about the
degree of economies of scale in household consumpti on,gand that incorporating the economies
of scale assumption tends to increase the headcount poverty ratios among FHHs. In our
Panamanian data, the average household size among self-reported FHHs is 3.7, while that among
self-reported male headed householdsis 4.5. Following Lanjouw and Ravallion (1995), we use

the economies-of -scal e-adjusted per-capita consumption expenditures (x;) defined as:

. =X
I nle’

where X; is the total household consumption expenditure for household i, n; is the household size
and 8 isthe ‘size elasticity’ measuring the degree of economies of scale in household

consumption, varying between 0 and 1 (where the smaller the 8 becomes within the range the
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higher is the degree of economies of scale, with the 8 value of 1 representing no economies of
scale —thus x; reduces to per capita expenditure — and value O representing a situation where all

Eel.

household consumption has public good property —x; equals total household expenditure —*; in
our analysis we used values between 1.0 and 0.2).5I We find that the point estimates of
headcount poverty ratios are somewhat sensitive to the economies of scale assumptions.
Generally as the value of 6 decreases we tend to observe an increasing number of ‘rank reversal’
where the headcount poverty ratios of FHHs become higher than those of non-FHHs. However,
many of such changes tend not to be statistically significant. This makesit difficult to draw
unambiguous conclusions about poverty comparisons in many instances.

(c) Sensitivity to aternative poverty measures and alternative poverty lines

So far we have focused on the headcount poverty ratios, and thus have not taken into

account the degree or depth of poverty. In order to examine the sensitivity of above findings
when distribution among the poor is taken into account, we apply a few alternative poverty
measures to poverty comparisons between FHHs and the rest of the households; alternative
measures used here are the poverty gap (P1), Foster-Greer-Thorbecke measure (FGT) with its ‘o’
parameter equal to two (P.), and Amartya Sen’s measure (PSen).EI Our results show, as
summarized in the 9" to 11" rowsin Tables 4 through 7, that the patterns of poverty comparisons
between female headed versus non-femal e headed househol ds do not change except for a
relatively small number of cases. In none of such casesistheinitia difference in the headcount

poverty measures statistically significant and thus our overall observations from headcount

measures do not seem to be affected significantly by the use of alternative poverty measures that
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take into account distribution among the poor.

Another aspect of sensitivity analysisin poverty comparisons concerns the level of the
poverty line. In order to examine the sensitivity of our findings above, we conducted first order
stochastic dominance test with B$2,000, which is roughly twice the poverty line used above, as
the upper bound. Using thisanalysis, if the poverty incidence curve of non-FHHs (FHHS) is
found to befirst order stochastic dominant over that of FHHs (non-FHHSs) within the range, then
the headcount poverty ratio of FHHs (non-FHHS) is always higher no matter what the level of the
poverty lineis asfar asit is below the upper bound. Our analysis shows (see the 12" rowsin
Tables 4 through 7) that many of the poverty comparison results emerged in the previous sections
are somewhat sensitive to the specific level of the poverty line used, which isin line with
Quisumbing et al (1996)’ s findings; in a mgority of the cases the poverty incidence curve of
neither FHHs nor non-FHHs dominates that of the other. Nevertheless, at the national aggregate
level, roughly half of the cases where FHHs are found to be better-off earlier turn out to be robust
regardless of the poverty line while in urban areas afew cases (including that of unida-FHHS)
with higher poverty among FHHSs are also found to be robust.

(d) Multivariate analysis of the consumption poverty of FHHs

There appears to be some systematic correlation between femal e headship and some
dimensions of household characteristics. Thus, the bivariate poverty comparisons we have
conducted so far may potentially reflect the results of not so much the poverty (or non-poverty)
of FHHs per se asthat of the households with particular household characteristics such as small

household size. In order to examine whether female headship is associated with higher or lower
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poverty after controlling for other household characteristics, we regressed per-capita household
expenditures on a set of household characteristics, including adummy variable for female headed
househol dsg. The estimated coefficients on the female headship dummies, using alternative
definitions of female headship, are summarized in Table 8, and coefficient estimates of the other
control variables are presented in Appendix Table 1.I“’:'I Aswe saw earlier, one key variable that
appears strongly associated with both female headship and poverty is the household size. So we
compared the association between female headship and household expenditure with and without
the household size variable included. We can see from Table 8 that results are affected by
whether or not the household sizeis controlled. When household sizeis not controlled for,
except in urban areas, female headship has either no statistical association or positive association
with per capita household expenditures, especially using purely demographic and ‘ working-head’
definitions. However, once household size is controlled, such positive association completely
disappears. Instead, we can find a strong negative association between femal e headship and
household expenditures especially in urban areas, and, to some extent, in rural areas aswell as at
the national aggregate. That female headship is negatively correlated with household
consumption expenditures after controlling for household characteristicsis generally in line with
an earlier study by Sahota (1990) based on the 1983 data. We can conclude that the greater
economic disadvantages of FHHS, to the extent they exist, is mainly an urban phenomenon,
where, among many categories of FHHs, female headship is associated with possibility of higher
likelihood of poverty, after controlling for the household size, household composition and age

and education of the household head.
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(TABLE 8 AROUND HERE)
6. INTERGENERATOINAL TRANSMISSION OF DISADVANTAGES?: SCHOOL
ENROLLMENT RATESOF CHILDREN
(a) Bivariate analysis

Welfare indicators of children could be particularly important information that is
complimentary to current household consumption level, because they suggest the possibility of
intergenerational transmission of poverty. When we examine the average proportion of
children enrolled in school within the household at the time of the survey with two separate age
groups (age 6 to 12 and age 13 to 18) of children by gender, the correlation between the gender of
household head and school enrollment of children is not overwhelming as awhole. To the extent
there is such correlation, however, at the primary schooling level (age 6 to 12) female headship is
generally correlated with higher rather than lower school enrollment of children. Thus
indications for the possibility of intergenerational transmission of poverty in FHHs, measured by
school enrollment of children at least, appear to be weak.

At the secondary schooling level (age 13 and 18), bivariate correlation between female
headship and school enrollment is even less clear than at the elementary level. At thislevel,
higher school enrollment of children, to the extent thereis significant correlation, is mainly
correlated with *working head’ definitions of FHHs and purely demographic definitions of
FHHSs, but not so much with the self-reported headship categories (with a few exceptions where
there are very small number of observations). In addition, unlike in the case of primary

schooling level, there are afew cases where school enrollment ratios are lower in FHH than in
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non-FHHs. Thus, at the level of secondary schooling when children can be counted as labor
force, it appears that in some subcategories of self-reported FHHS, the time burden upon
children’s labor timeis possibly so large as to reduce their school enrollment.
(b) Multivariate analysis

Like the case of consumption expenditure, we also conducted regression analysisin an
attempt to assess correlation between children’s schooling and femal e headship after controlling
for other household characteristics, such as age and education of the head, per capita household
expenditure, household size, household composition and regional dummies. Estimated
coefficients on alternative female headship dummiesmare summarized in Tables 9 and 10, and
more detailed regression results are reproduced in Appendix Tables 2 and B.Q Among the
children of age 6 to 12, except in urban areas, there tends to be positive association between
femal e headship and higher primary school enrollment, especially in rural areas, after controlling
for other household characteristics. An exception to this tendency, however, appearsto be the
case of urban boys where there is some negative association. Furthermore, as we saw in the
bivariate analysis above, the positive impact of the female headship on children’ s school
enrollment, to the extent it exists, becomes much weaker at the secondary school level. Not only
are there fewer cases of positive association, but in the case of teenage girls in urban areas the
correlation between female headship and school enrollment is mostly negative with about half of
the femal e headship categories having statistically significant effects. Again, to the extent there
is substitution between mothers’ and children’s labor within FHHS, it occurs mostly at teenage

level, and, furthermore, female heads' time use appears more highly substitutable with their
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teenage girls' time than with boys” within the household resource allocation.
(TABLE 9 AND 10 AROUND HERE)
7. TRIPLE BURDEN?

Thereisaview that FHHs are at a greater economic disadvantage due to the “triple
burden;” Q(l) the main income earner being female with various disadvantages in the labor
market and in other productive activities, (2) the ‘head’ being both the main earner and
responsible for maintaining the household, including household chores and child care, and thus
being ‘time poor,” and (3) the ‘head’ often being the single earner (rather than joint) thus facing
higher dependency burden. Regarding the first aspect of such ‘triple burden,’ the earning
capacity of a household head partially depends on her or his human capital endowment. We can
seein Tables 4 through 7, that when headship is defined in terms of ‘working head,” female
heads tend to have higher rather than lower education endowment, except in indigenous areas.
Among self-reported femal e heads, however, female heads do seem to have lower level of
education in indigenous areas in terms of literacy, and in mainly urban areas in terms of years of
schooling. Inrural areas, it appearsthat it isonly the femal e heads without any male partners
that have lower education.

Regarding the time burden on the female head of both economic support and household
mai ntenance activities, the second aspect of the ‘triple burden,” except for the *working head’
FHHs and FHHs with male partners (with spouse or with common-law partner), female heads
indeed tend to work fewer hours than their male counterparts in urban and rural areas.EI This

indicates the possibility that the household maintenance activities are the binding constraint on

22



their labor supply. In addition, from school enrollment of children we did not find much strong
evidence that children are mainly performing the household maintenance activitiesin place of
their mothers (at least to the extent that such activities become binding constraint on school
enrollment) with a possible exception of teenage girlsin urban areas; sometimes female headship
appears correlated with higher school enrollment, particularly at the primary school level. This
again appears to suggest that female household heads are often bearing the *double day’ time
burden themselves.

Among the ‘triple burden’ as described above, the third aspect (i. e., the possibly higher
dependency burden) appears least compelling among FHHs in Panama. As summarized in
Tables 4 through 7, FHHs (with most of their alternative definitions) have both fewer children
and smaller total household size, and it is only aminority of cases where dependency ratios of
FHHs are significantly higher than those of non-FHHs. In a number of cases, dependency ratios
of FHHs are lower than those of non-FHHs. Furthermore, we find that all the cases of positive
bivariate correlation observed between female headship and lower poverty disappear once
household size is controlled for in the context of multiple regression. This suggests that many
subcategories of self-reported FHHs are indeed better off than non-FHHSs despite the female
heads possibly lower earning capacities and the * double day’ time burden on female heads,
because, in contrast with the common assertion of the ‘triple burden,” their dependency burden is
often lower than that of non-FHHS.

8. CONCLUSIONS

We find that self-reported FHHSs as a whole are not over-represented among the poor in
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Panama, but that FHHSs are rather better-off on average than self-reported male headed
households. Therefore the broad category of ‘female headship’ is not a useful tool for targeting
interventions toward the poor. Furthermore, the familiar assertion of the “triple burden” of FHHs
isonly partialy true, at best, depending on the definitional and geographical disaggregation of
household headship.

Nevertheless, our study also indicates that detailed female headship analysis of
consumption and non-consumption dimensions of poverty, as well as of other household
characteristics, could still be used as a potentially useful starting point for identifying some
specific segments of disadvantaged or vulnerable population within the heterogeneous group of
FHHs. Our multivariate analysis shows that FHHs often tend to be poorer once household size
and other characteristics are controlled for. Furthermore, even within the context of bivariate
analyses, we find that some segments of FHHs are indeed disadvantaged, and that such
disadvantages of FHHS, to the extent they exist, appear to be largely (though not exclusively)
urban phenomena. In particular, urban FHHs with unmarried partners, unlike many other sub-
categories of FHHS, are particularly disadvantaged, although the number of such householdsis
quite small. In our analysis these households are found to be disadvantaged on both income and
non-income dimensions such as higher consumption poverty, household heads being relatively
less educated, and higher dependency burden with many children. Beyond that, however, our
analysis reveals relatively little about how they come to fall into this type of household headship
in the first place and why they tend to be poor. The main value of the kind of disaggregated

analysis as conducted in this paper would be not so much atool for targeted interventions as a
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starting point for afocused in-depth study, perhaps of a qualitative approach, which in turn could
inform policy makersin terms of policy measures for addressing the poverty of such groups.

Also potentially disadvantaged are FHHs headed by widows in indigenous areas.
However, as far as indigenous areas are concerned, more important is the overwhelming
prevalence of poverty in the area as awhole, so much so that gender of headship is not an issue —
almost everyone is poor. Our study reveals that disaggregated FHH analysis could be a
potentially useful first cut at the effort of identifying the poor in some circumstances, but that it is
also only one of many possible ‘cuts,” some of which can be more important than the gender of

headship, in other circumstances.

NOTES
! For example, see Quisumbing, et al. (1995) and Louat, et al, (1992).
2 See Rosenhouse (1989).
% See, for example, Buvinic and Gupta (1997) and Bruce and Lloyd (1997).
* Buvinic and Gupta (1997) and Haddad, et al. (1996).
> As has been frequently pointed out, in a great majority of studies, the “female household heads’ are self-
identified by survey respondents without clear a priori definition of household headship given in the survey.
This ambiguity in the meaning of FHHs found in surveys has been one of the major difficulties for the analysis
of FHHs. One approach to address this ambiguity has been to disaggregate self-reported household headship
into subsets, such as de facto and de jure FHHs. An aternative approach has been to completely depart from
the self-reported headship and use aternative definitions such as the ‘ economic definition’ of headship. These
aternative definitions of headship will be given in the empirical section of the paper later.
® They used self-reported headship definition.
" Quisumbing, et al. (1995: 24).
8 For example, while the number of countries (rather than the number of studies) covered in Buvinic and Gupta
(1997)’ sreview is not clear, among the 12 countries specifically mentioned in their main texts of the paper,

only two were included in Quisumbing, et al. (1995)’'s analysis. So one possible source of differing
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conclusions might be the difference in the country coverage.

® See, Dréze and Srinivasan (1997) on Kenya, DeGraff and Bilsborrow (1992) on Ecuador, Barros, et al.
(1994). on Brazil, Appleton (1996) on Uganda, and Bruce and Lloyd (1997) for areview.

19 For example, Bhushan and Chao (n.d.), Louat, et. al (1992), and Rosenhouse (1989). But also see, for a
counter-example, Handa (1997).

! For example, see Thomas (1990) and Lundberg, Polak and Wales (1997).

2 The Gini coefficient based on consumption expenditures was 0.45.

13 See the World Bank (1999) for more details of the calculation of the poverty line.

¥ This paragraph draws upon The World Bank (1999).

> Gammage (1998). The six countries are Brazil, Costa Rica, Ecuador, El Salvador and Paraguay, while the
rest of countries are Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Dominican Republic, Mexico, Nicaragua and Peru.
16 Because of the very small population share (1.5% of total population), however, in the following analysis the
category of “rural remote access’ was merged with the “rural non-indigenous’ category.

" This description of the survey design is based on The World Bank (1999).

18 \World Bank (1999).

9 This paragraph draws heavily on Pena and Lindo-Fuentes (1998).

% De facto FHHSs are typically defined as those househol ds where self-declared male heads are absent for a
large proportion of the time while their spouses are present (e.g., Quisumbing, et a. 1995). The departure of
our de facto FHH definition from the more conventional one has to do with the way the LSM S survey asked
the respondent to identify the * household head; when someone who could have been designated as the * head’
(even though LSM S does not specify who should be named as the *head") was absent for more than 9 months,
then it asked the respondent to designate someone else (not necessarily his’her spouse, however) asthe
household head. On the other hand, if any of the household members included in the survey was away from
home for less than 9 months, we cannot identify her/him. Thus, in our case, the only identifiable de facto
FHHSs (any households where *amale (head) is absent for a particular time period and an adult femaleis
present for a specific period’) are those self-reported FHHs where male spouses/partners are recorded as
absent.

2! See, for example, Rosenhouse (1989: 9) and Rogers (1995: 2034).

22| would like to thank two anonymous referees for prompting me to emphasize this point.

% One general difficulty that emergesin this type of analysisin further disaggregating FHH categories by area

isthe diminishing sample size. By further disaggregating FHHs in the data, in some cases the sample sizein

26



each cell becomes extremely small; for example, de facto FHHSs represent less than 2 % of total households
except in indigenous areas (where its share is 4%) and observations in indigenous areas become extremely
small. In such comparisons, it could be argued that finding statistically significant differencesin afew cases
may well be random.
% This interpretation was suggested by the members of the Ministry of Planning and Economic Policy
(MIPPE) of Panama.
% For example, Dréze and Srinivasan (1997).
% Detailed results are not reproduced here, but are available from the author upon request.
%" That incorporation of adult equivalent scales has small quantitative effects on the poverty estimates of FHHs
isin line with the findings by both Bhushan and Chao (n.d.) from Ghana and Dréze and Srinivasan (1997)
from India.
% Bhushan and Chao (n.d.) and Dréze and Srinivasan (1997).
% While empirically estimating the value of 8 is quite difficult for various reasons, Lanjouw and Ravallion
(1995) obtained an empirical 6 value of 0.6 based on data from Pakistan. Thus, while the 8 value of between
0.5 to 0.6 might be considered a plausible range, the lower bound 6 value of 0.2 in our sensitivity analysis
perhaps represents an extremely high, if not totally implausible, degree of economies of scale. See Lanjouw
and Ravallion (1995) for a discussion of various issues involved in such estimation.
% 1 defining the threshold poverty line (z(8)), the following normalization was adopted:

z(8) = z()m**®
where z(1) is the par capita poverty line used in the analysis without economies scale and m is the average
household size. Seefor example, Dréze and Srinivasan (1997), Deaton (1997) and Lanjouw and Ravallion
(1995).

3 poverty gap (Py), P», and Ps., are defined, respectively, as; P1= —_Z % %(x <2)

=— ZEL % G1(x, < z , and Psen = POy® + Pl(l ) where x; is the per capita household expenditures
=1 Z ]

for household i, z is the amount of per capita household expenditure at the poverty line, * 1(x<z)’ takesthe
value 1 if x,<z holds and O otherwise, P, is the headcount poverty ratio, and yP isthe Gini coefficient of
inequality among the poor. The poverty gap measure (P;) places aweight on each poor according to the gap
between her/his consumption level and the poverty line; while, unlike the headcount ratio, it is sensitive to

income transfers from poor to nonpoor, or form poor to less poor who thereby become nonpoor, it is

27



insensitive to transfers among the poor. Sen’s poverty measure (Pse,), On the other hand, incorporates
inequality among the poor as well as the poverty gap and can be interpreted as an weighted average between
the headcount and poverty gap measures with Gini coefficient of inequality among the poor asweights. FGT
poverty measures (P(a)) are generalization of the headcount ratio and the poverty gap, and a greater value of a
in its definition indicates higher sensitivity to inequality among the poor. In particular, the FGT measure with
an a value equa 2 (P,) is commonly used because of its sensitivity to distribution among the poor (like Psg)
and of its decomposability among subgroups, such as urban versus rural, or FHHs versus non-FHHs (unlike
Psen). See, for example, Deaton (1997) and Ravallion (1993) for more details.

% Asis often pointed out, the use of simple FHH dummy could lead to biased estimates of headship effects if
the femal e headship is endogenous with respect to household total consumption (e.g., if some unobserved
factors cause both female headship and higher or lower consumption). Thus our results need to be interpreted
with caution with this caveat in mind. In analyzing cross-section data, finding valid instruments for controlling
for such potential endogeneity isdifficult. Although some crude attempts have been made to instrument the
headship variable, following Handa (1996) s approach, by using combinations of the amount of transfer
income, a dummy indicating the household member with highest education attainment being male, and a
dummy indicating the oldest household member being male, as potentia identifying instruments, tests of over-
identification strongly rejects any combination of such variables, indicating that these are not valid
instruments. Apart from such statistical testing, as Appleton (1996) found in Uganda, it may be difficult to
argue that transfer income is exogenous with respect to household consumption or income, and some might
argue that household composition in general, including the sex of oldest member or the member with highest
education, is no more exogenous than the female headship itself. A potentially promising approach for
avoiding the endogeneity issue could be a use of panel data.

% The control variables other than the female headship dummy are: age of the household head (and its square),
years of the schooling of the household head, owned agricultural land, household size (logarithm), household
composition (measured by shares of male and female members of five age groups), and regional dummies.

% Aswas discussed in footnote 32 above, the potential endogeneity of female headship variablesis an issue
here. Attempts have been made to use, as identifying instruments for the female headship dummy, the amount
of transfer income, a dummy indicating the oldest household member being male, and a dummy indicating the
household member with highest education being male; while the tests of over-identification were not rejected
at least for subsets of the instruments, in most cases Hausman-Wu tests indicated that the exogeneity of FHH

dummies were not rejected. In afew cases where such exogeneity was rejected 2SL S estimates are reported,
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and OL S estimates are reported in all the other cases in the table.

% We have to point out here, however, that school enrollment ratios are mostly quite high, above 90%, with
relatively little variation at the primary schooling level; perhaps for this reason, our regressors explain
extremely little variation in school enrollment ratios (i. e., extremely low adjusted R squares of well below
0.1).

% See, for example, Rosenhouse (1989).

37 see *hours of work of household head’ rowsin Tables 4 through 7.
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