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The tools utilized in the measurement of social progress are just as important as the

outcomes they are meant to describe and quantify. Our main goal here is to map available survey

data and other data sources in Brazil that may contain the types of information required for the

measurement of gendered poverty from the 1990s to the 2020s. To this end, we present a brief

discussion on the concept of gendered poverty, followed by the enumeration of variables commonly

mobilized in the literature for assessing such a phenomenon. Then it will be possible to compare

their availability especially in the current main household survey, the Pesquisa Nacional por

Amostra de Domicílios (PNAD, discontinued in 2015) and the Pesquisa Nacional por Amostra de

Domicílios Contínua (PNADc, successor of the previous research) for the two decades and the

1991, 2000 and 2010 Brazilian Censuses.

Introduction

The main premise of this work is that the gender system, marked by its persistent

inequality throughout different times and contexts, is capable of embarking the whole of social

experience, including that of poverty (see RILEY, 2019)⁠ . The intention, however, is not to rank,

even implicitly, multiple systems of domination against each other⁠, as with the ethnic and racial

discrimination, generational conflicts within households and community, class disparities and social

inequality, to name a few. Shedding light to this particular dimension does not exclude attention and

awareness to others aspects of power dynamics in our society, be it at the micro or macro social

level.

Nonetheless, it is important to bear in mind that, while the incorporation of gender issues

into poverty measures contributes to the multidimensional understanding of the latter, gender and

poverty are independent analytical categories – not infrequently being at odds with one another in

terms of how particular realities should be interpreted. Cecile Jackson (1996)⁠ argues, on this

respect, that there is no substitute for gender analysis when the understanding of gender disparities,

specially those detrimental to women, is among the research interests. The instrumentalist approach

toward gender, in which the concept ends up as a subgroup of the poverty problem inside

development concerns, put in practice in certain research agendas, reiterates the misunderstanding

that women’s poverty is merely a product of underdevelopment, not taking into account multiple



processes of subordination. Moreover, not only this view can be problematic because of its sole

concern to gender issues that are compatible with development matters, it may uncritically ascribe a

considerable amount of responsibilities to women: “Thus women are now the means of controlling

population, of achieving sustainable development, of poverty alleviation” and so on (JACKSON,

1996, p. 489–490)⁠.

The discussion above highlights only a fragment of many challenges faced by researchers

interested in the connections between gender inequality and poverty. There are at least five

challenges that encompasses the theoretical and empirical complexities surrounding this endeavor,

translated into specific topics that should be addressed in any attempt of this sort. First, there must

be an effort at the theoretical level to go beyond the descriptions of sex differences in indicators of

living conditions (RILEY, 2019, p. 111)⁠. Second, the very concepts and measures used should be

scrutinized, specially with respect to definitions of poverty, development and its constitutive

elements. The scientific field is not exempt from the effects of gendered based power dynamics,

which are predominantly asymmetrical and unbalanced against women (JOHNSSON- LATHAM,

2010)⁠. Finally, an important challenge relates to questions of context. Systems of power operate in

objective and historically situated settings. Razavi (1999)⁠ draws attention to how excessive

generalizations on the matter may produce poor assessments of social processes. According to her,

“the gender analysis of poverty also needs to unravel how gender differentiates the social processes

leading to poverty” (RAZAVI, 1999, p. 410)⁠.

Mapping variables

The point of the discussion above is to guide the choice of dimensions included in a

measure of gendered poverty, that is, a measure of multidimensional poverty sensitive to gender

issues. It is also of interest to map variables of this nature in some of the official data sources in

Brazil. For that end, we used as reference both the Individual Deprivation Measure (IDM),

constructed by Wisor and colleagues (2018), and the UN Women and Development Unit report

(2004). Following their discussion concerning what variables best describe the phenomenon

analyzed while considering data availability, we were able to outline which indicators described in

their works are also present in the PNAD, PNADc and Brazilian Census for selected years.



Table 1. Deprivation measures according to different dimensions in the PNAD, PNADc

and Census information in Brazil (1991-2019)

Source: PNAD (19979, 1989, 2009); PNADc (2019), Brazilian Census (1991, 2000, 2010) based on
categories from Wisor et al. (2018) and the UN Women and Development Unity report (2004).

Most of the questionnaire questions can be disaggregated at the individual level, which is

something of great importance for feminist and gender studies. Just the water, shelter, energy/

cooking fuel, sanitation and exposure to environmental harms questions were found only at the

household level of disaggregation. The first part of the table relates to some of the themes most

mobilized in differentiating deprivation experiences between the sexes, in which some of them goes

beyond income considerations.

The second part borrows both the dimensions and space of measure conceived for the

Individual Deprivation Measure (Wisor et al., 2018). The dimensions involve themes aimed at

capturing the experiences of hardship in a broad manner. They were derived from extensive

qualitative work in six developing countries, in which poor and deprived people themselves helped

define what it means to live in disadvantaged conditions. The space of measurement, in turn, is a

useful tool to distinguish exactly what aspect of deprivation is being considered. There are six



possible variations: information on availability of resources and services, of access to resources, of

use of resources in a dimension, of achievement or performance with respect to given

characteristics, of a person’s subjective satisfaction or state of happiness in a dimension and of the

importance assigned to a person’s current position in a dimension.

If at least one question fit the dimensions above, for each one of the questionnaires, they

were included here. For the questions to which we could apply the space of measurement described

by Wisor et al., that was done. However, further analysis is needed to specify in what manner each

question corresponds to this specific framework, with additional detailing of the parameters of each

question needed. Thus, this is a work in progress.

A final note is that missing dimensions for the three surveys in the selected years was to be

expected. The team behind the IDM Project put forward this research agenda in response to national

level survey data that systematticaly lacked relevant aspects to measure poverty and poverty from

the perspective of gender more broadly. However, additional considerations are needed, especially

taking into account matters such as context. In Brazil, for example, being in the informal market or

being mobilized to help in unpaid work alongside an employed household member could be used as

an imperfect but somewhat approximate measure of labor gender disparity. At the same time,

information on access/use/availability of a fridge or other consumer durables are important

indicators of deprivation for all regions. Further research is vital to reach more robust conclusions.
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