
�9Gender and nutritional status among children under
seven in the coastal barangays of Buenavista, Guimaras, Philippines

Gender and nutritional status 
amonG Children under seVen
in the Coastal baranGays oF 

buenaVista, Guimaras, philippines

a.J.G. Ferrer
Division of Social Sciences

University of the Philippines in the Visayas

Miagao, Iloilo, Philippines

aj_ferrer2005@yahoo.com

Abstract

This paper describes the nutritional status of male and female children under � 
years old in the coastal barangays (villages) of Buenavista, Guimaras, Philippines. 
Secondary data of �,��� children weighed on February-March �00� by the 
barangay nutrition scholars (BNS) for �� out of �� coastal barangays were used. 
The data were organized and summarized using frequency and percentages. 
Chi-square test was used to determine if there is a significant difference in the 
nutritional status of male and female children. The prevalence rate of 
malnutrition among children under � was about �8%. More males than females 
weighed normally (��.0�% vs. ��.9�%). Among overweight children, there were 
more males than females (��.�9% vs. ��.��%). Among underweight children, 
there were more females than males (�8.��% vs. ��.8�%). The difference in the 
nutritional status of male and female children was highly significant, particularly 
among ��-�9 months old. Nutritional risk varied among coastal barangays. A 
review of the current nutrition program to make it more relevant to the needs 
of children is needed. A study on the determinants of malnutrition is 
recommended.

Introduction

the benefits of nutritional security provided to children have long been recognized. not only 
does it ensure survival but it also has beneficial effects on the physical, mental and social 
development of children. these benefits can be passed on: healthy children will become 
healthy adults who will give birth to healthy children.

With the same logic, the effects of malnutrition can be deleterious and long-lasting. being 
underweight increases the risk of death, disease and disability, leading to a less fit and 
productive adult. being overweight is also a concern because of its harmful effects on health 
and work performance in later adult life. hence, providing optimum nutrition to children 
regardless of sex must be a priority concern.

many factors influence nutritional status, with nutritional intake as one important factor. 
this puts the children on islands and in coastal communities in a special position. islands 
and coastal communities are unique environments because of the interaction with the sea. in 
coastal communities that are economically distressed due to overexploited resources, food 
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security is a challenge. moreover, if food insecurity is accompanied by a strong male-child 
preference, malnutrition can be worse for female children.

in the philippines, various intervention programs to ensure child survival, protection and 
development are in place. under the devolved setup, local government units are responsible 
for the delivery of health care and nutrition services. the over-riding purpose of the study 
described in this paper is to provide information for local policymaking, planning and action 
programs in the area of nutrition. this paper offers some preliminary findings from an in-
depth study described to assess the state of nutrition in the coastal barangays (villages) of 
buenavista, Guimaras, with the goal of improving the health and nutrition of the children. 
in particular, this paper addresses the gender issue in nutrition by comparing the situation of 
female and male children.

Study Area

the municipality of buenavista is located at the northern tip of the island province of Guimaras, 
which is located in central philippines (Figure 1). the northern and northwestern parts face 
panay island and the northeastern part faces negros island. the municipality is bounded in 
the southwest by the municipality of Jordan and in the southeast by the municipality of san 
lorenzo. it can be reached by a 15-minute boat ride from iloilo City.

Figure 1. Map showing the location of Buenavista, Guimaras province.

buenavista is the largest municipality in terms of population and has the highest number of 
barangays among the five municipalities of Guimaras. seventeen of its 36 barangays are coastal 
(Figure 2). the 2000 population census gave the total population of the coastal barangays as 
17,948 or about 43% of the total population. in terms of household population, the coastal 
barangays have 3,589 households or about 43% of the total household population. the 
aggregate land area of coastal barangays is 38.28 km2, about 35% of the total land area of 
buenavista.
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Figure 2. The municipality of Buenavista, Guimaras.

(Source: Municipal Development and Planning Office, Buenavista, Guimaras.)

Fishing is an important occupation in buenavista. there is no record of commercial fishers 
but there are 754 registered municipal fishers. about 85% are using non-motorized boats. 
many of them rely solely on fishing for income while others are fish farmers. most of these 
fishers are from the coastal barangays of avila, bacjao, dagsaan, east Valencia, Getulio, san 
miguel, sawang, tanag and umilig. the fishers are organized at the barangay and municipal 
levels. they are also represented in the municipal Fishery and aquatic resources management 
Council.

the fishery of buenavista is characterized as multigear and multispecies. the gears used 
include bow and arrow, hook and line (pole and line, multiple handline and long line), 
gill nets (bottom set and drift), beach seines, lift net (crab lift net and dip net), push nets, 
barriers and weirs (fish corral and filter net), and traps. the species caught are shrimps, frigate, 
mackerel, moon fish, nemipterids, cavals, roundscads, anchovies, slipmouths, groupers, slately 
sweetlips, goatfish, catfish, sting ray, mullets, lobsters, blue crabs, herring, mojarras, seabass, 
squids and sardines. the other fishery products include seaweeds, ornamental shells, prawn 
fry and milkfish fry. the fish caught are marketed locally but the “first-class” catches are sold 
to specialty restaurants in iloilo city. the major fishing areas are Guimaras strait and iloilo 
strait.
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Fisheries management currently has attention from the local officials. there are now efforts 
to rehabilitate the fisheries resources through the deployment of 600 artificial reef modules 
in the waters of 10 major fishing barangays that include avila, bacjao, east Valencia, Getulio, 
navalas, san miguel, tanag, taminla, tacay and umilig. the bantay-dagat, a coastal law 
enforcement group, was recently activated. a seaweed project was also introduced this year as 
an alternative livelihood to fishers in the 10 barangays of montpiller, rizal, zaldivar, sawang, 
dagsaan, san miguel, navalas, bacjao, tanag and avila.

buenavista also has 4.76 km2 of brackish-water fishponds or 3.1% of the total land area. 
these fishponds are in avila, bacjao, east Valencia, Getulio, montpiller, navalas, san miguel, 
tacay, taminla, tanag and sto. rosario. the 59 registered fishpond operators employ more 
than 500 workers.

Methodology

the paper used secondary data available at the buenavista municipal health office (mho) 
for 15 out of 17 coastal barangays. the data for two coastal barangays were missing. the data 
were written records of children weighed by bns during the last week of February to the first 
week of march 2004. in every barangay, the number of children weighed represented all target 
children from 0–83 months. the data included the parent’s name and the children’s name, 
sex, birth date, age in months, weight in kilograms and nutritional status based on weight-for-
age index using the philippine reference standard. unfortunately, there was no information 
that can help identify the type of household where the children belonged. it can be said, 
however, that many of these children are from fishing and fishing-related households given 
that the percentage of this type of household ranged from 15 to 75% in the coastal barangays 
(based on the number of registered fishers who are also head of the household and barangay 
household population.)

other pertinent secondary data were sourced from the municipal planning and development 
office and the municipal agriculture office. an interview with the municipal health officer 
and the Chair of the municipal Fisheries and aquatic resources management Council was 
also conducted.

For the purposes of this paper, the data for each barangay were verified for accuracy in terms 
of age-group classification and nutritional status based on weight-for-age index of each child. 
the children were classified using the age-groups of 0–11 months (below 1 year old), 12-59 
months (1 year – below 5 years old), and 60–83 months (5–7 years old). the reference table 
used in classifying the nutritional status of children is the weight-for-age table for children 
0–83 months old produced in 1999 by the national nutrition Council for the bns program 
of the department of agriculture (da). the source of the table is the Food and nutrition 
research institute-philippine pediatric society anthropometric tables and charts for Filipino 
children (1992). the data were organized and summarized using frequency and percentages. 
the chi-square test was used to determine if there is a significant difference in the weight-for-
age status between male and female children.

Results

General description of the municipal nutrition intervention program 

in buenavista, there are three main government agencies providing nutrition interventions. 
the municipal health office (mho) is responsible for micronutrient program, growth 
monitoring and nutrition education. at the barangay level, the rural health midwives, assisted 
by barangay health workers (bhW), deliver these nutrition services. the national nutrition 
Council, an attached agency of the da, is working through the municipal nutrition action 
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officer and the bns in its growth monitoring and food supplementation activities. the 
municipal social Welfare and development office (msWdo) has Community development 
Workers (CdW) supervising supplementary feeding for 90 days to identified second and 
third-degree malnourished children. this is under the early Childhood development (eCd) 
project, which is a joint Government of the philippines, World bank and asian development 
bank funded project. it started in 5 pilot barangays in buenavista in 1999. by 2003, it had 
expanded to 29 barangays, 12 of which are coastal barangays. the eCd project is expected to 
run until year 2005.

the bhW and bns are appointees of the barangay Captain, while the CdW are selected by 
the msWdo. each barangay has 1 bns and at least 1 bhW. in a few barangays, bns are also 
bhW. only 19 of the 29 eCd-covered barangays have a CdW.

the incentives available to the bns include an accident insurance and a monthly travel 
allowance of php 15 from the national nutrition Council (nnC). starting 2004, they also 
receive a monthly stipend of php 500 from the local government. the bhW also receive a 
monthly honorarium of php 200–500. the amount of honorarium would depend on the 
internal revenue allotment of the barangay. the CdW receive a monthly stipend of php 
1,000.

the bns, with the help of the bhW, conduct operation timbang (weighing operation): monthly 
for 0-24 month-old children; quarterly for 25-71 month-olds; and semi-annually for 0-83 
month-old children. the semi-annual weighing is usually conducted during February-march 
and october-november. the weighing scale used is the salter or the detecto weighing scale.

the weighing schedule is usually announced by word-of-mouth or through written 
announcements posted at strategic locations in the barangay. Weighing is usually conducted 
in the barangay hall. those who fail to bring their children for weighing are usually visited 
at home. this is to ensure universal coverage of target children. in a few barangays, a 
supplementary feeding schedule is synchronized with the weighing schedule to increase 
voluntary participation in child weighing. supplementary food is cooked food prepared by 
bns. the barangays have the financial responsibility for supplementary feeding, and a few 
barangays give weekly or monthly feeding.

the bns submit their weighing operation reports to the municipal nutrition action officer 
who is tasked to consolidate the reports. this officer used to be the municipal Councilor who 
headed the health and nutrition Committee. in 2001, the responsibility was transferred to 
the municipal agriculture officer because the nnC running the bns program is under the 
da. an order from the local Chief executive, dated 1 september 2004, affected this transfer 
of responsibility.

Gender and nutritional status 

there were 1,731 children under 7 who were weighed in the 15 coastal barangays (table 1). 
of these, 49.68% were male and 50.32% were female. by age group, there were more males 
among children 0–11 months old (50.69%) and among children 12–59 months old (50.80%). 
in contrast, there were more females in the 60–83 months-old age group (52.76%).

about 3 out of every 10 children were malnourished (underweight or overweight). underweight 
children comprised 25.82%, while 2.48% were overweight. Children weighing normally 
comprised 71.69%.

results show that the prevalence of malnutrition is at least 25% in every age group. about 
26% of children aged below 12 months were malnourished; about 30%, 12–59 months; and 
about 28% in the 60–83 months group.
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Table 1. Frequency and percentage distribution of children under 7 years old by gender and 
nutritional status.

 Characteristic

Age group 

All children0-11 Months 
(> 1 Year)

12-59 Months 
(1 Year - > 5 

Years) 

60-83 Months
(5 - > 7 Years)

no. % no. % No. % no. %

All children 217 12.50* 1,006 58.12* 508 29.35* 1,731 100

Gender         

   Male 110 50.69 511 50.80 239 47.05 860 49.68

   Female 107 49.31 495 49.20 268 52.76 871 50.32

Weight status      

   Underweight 53 24.42 271 26.94 123 24.21 447 25.82

   Overweight 3 1.38 21 2.09 19 3.74 43 2.48

   Normal 161 74.19 714 70.97 366 72.05 1,241 71.69

*This is a percentage of the 1,731 children weighed.

Difference in the nutritional status between genders

For children who weighed normally, there were more males than females (52.05% vs. 47.05%) 
(table 2). among malnourished children, there were more females (56.33%). When classified 
by form of malnutrition, there were 6 females for every 10 undernourished and 6 males for 
every 10 overweight children. this weight-for-age status difference between male and female 
children is highly significant at the 1% level.

When the children were classified by age group, significant difference in weight status between 
male and female was observed among those 12–59 months old. more males than females 
weighed normally (54.06% vs. 45.94%). there were more females, 6 for every 10, among 
undernourished children. among overweight children, 7 for every 10 were males. 

although the weight status difference between male and female children aged 0–11 months 
was not significant, it is worth noting that there were more females (56.60%) than males 
(43.40%) among undernourished children. among overweight children, there were more 
males than females (66.67% vs. 33.33%). there were also more males among children with 
normal weight (52.80% vs. 47.20%).

among children aged 60–83 months, the weight difference between male and female is 
not significant. this time, among children that weighed normally, there were more females 
than males (52.19% vs. 47.81%). among undernourished children there were more females 
(56.10%), while there were more males (52.63%) among overweight children.

Malnourished children

Considering the prevalence of children under the category underweight-for-age, barangays 
sawang, avila and bacjao appear to be the worst off (table 3). about 4 for every 10 children 
were underweight-for-age. these barangays were followed by dagsaan, montpiller and umilig 
where there were 3 underweight children for every 10. in sawang, 3 for every 4 underweight 
children were female, and in montpiller and umilig, 2 for every 3 were female.
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Table 2. Frequency and percentage distribution of male and female children under 7 by 
nutritional status.

 

Malnourished
Normal

All
children Underweight Overweight All

No. % No. % No. % No. % No. %

All children a          

Male 187 41.83 27 62.79 214 43.67 646 52.05 860 49.68

Female 260 58.17 16 37.21 276 56.33 595 47.95 871 50.32

Total 447 100.00 43 100.00 490 100.00 1,241 100.00 1,731 100.00

Children aged 0–11 months (below 1 year) old b 

Male 23 43.40 2 66.67 25 44.64 85 52.80 135 52.53

Female 30 56.60 1 33.33 31 55.36 76 47.20 122 47.47

Total 53 100.00 3 100.00 56 100.00 161 100.00 257 100.00

Children aged 12–59 months (1 year – below 5 years) old c 

Male 110 40.59 15 71.43 125 42.81 386 54.06 511 50.80

Female 161 59.41 6 28.57 167 57.19 328 45.94 495 49.20

Total 271 100.00 21 100.00 292 100.00 714 100.00 1006 100.00

Children aged 60–83 months (5 – below 7 years) old d 

Male 54 43.90 10 52.63 64 45.07 175 47.81 239 47.05

Female 69 56.10 9 47.37 78 54.93 191 52.19 269 52.95

Total 123 100.00 19 100.00 142 100.00 366 100.00 508 100.00

The difference is highly significant at 1%: a χ2 = 16.77; c χ2 = 16.96.
The difference is not significant: b χ2 = 1.72; d χ2 = 0.85.

among overweight children, there were 4 for every 100 in barangays avila, rizal and zaldivar 
and 3 for every 100 in barangays bacjao, dagsaan, magsaysay, navalas and tanag. there was 
no overweight child recorded in sawang, tacay or taminla.

Discussion

despite the implementation of health and nutrition programs geared towards the improvement 
of nutritional status of children, results show that malnutrition among children under 7 in 
the coastal barangays remains as a great challenge to the municipality of buenavista. the 
prevalence rate of malnutrition is still high, and should be considered as a public health 
concern. these levels may increase further once the international reference standard (irs) 
for measuring weight-for-age is adopted. this calls for action by the local government of 
buenavista to tackle the nutrition problem seriously. although the overweight prevalence rate 
of 2 for every 100 children is not as high as the underweight prevalence rate, it should not be 
ignored at this time because of the health risks in later life.
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Table 3. Percentage distribution of underweight and overweight male and female children by 
coastal barangay. *

Barangay
No. of 

children 
weighed

Underweight Overweight 

Male Female All Male Female All 

Avila a 223 18.39 19.73 38.12 1.79 1.79 3.59

Bacjao 88 19.32 19.32 38.64 2.27 1.14 3.41

Dagsaan b 155 13.55 17.42 30.97 2.58 0.65 3.23

Getulio 241 7.05 11.20 18.26 0.41 0.41 0.83

Magsaysay b 64 6.25 10.94 17.19 1.56 1.56 3.13

Montpiller 102 12.75 18.63 31.37 0.98 0.98 1.96

Navalas a 144 7.64 14.58 22.22 2.08 1.39 3.47

Rizal a 135 11.85 11.11 22.96 3.70 0.74 4.44

San Miguel b 84 9.52 16.67 26.19 1.19 1.19 2.38

Sawang a 25 8.00 32.00 40.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Tacay 91 5.49 7.69 13.19 0.00 0.00 0.00

Taminla 145 9.66 15.17 24.83 0.00 0.69 0.69

Tanag a 64 4.69 4.69 9.38 3.13 0.00 3.13

Umilig b 74 12.16 18.92 31.08 1.35 0.00 1.35

Zaldivar a 96 6.25 15.63 21.88 2.08 2.08 4.17

All 1,731 10.80 15.02 25.82 1.56 0.92 2.48

*As a percentage of the total number of children weighed in the barangay.
a ECD-barangay since 2001.
b ECD-barangay since 2003.
Two coastal barangays, Sto. Rosario and East Valencia, which data were not included in the paper 
are ECD-barangays since 1999.

the high prevalence of malnutrition among children less than a year old is a concern. this 
may be due to the poor performance of the breastfeeding program in coastal barangays. also, 
the nutritional status of the mother while pregnant might be a factor; malnourished mothers 
give birth to malnourished children.

Gender equality in nutrition appears to be an issue. disaggregating the data by gender, the 
underweight problem seems to be more prevalent among female children. in contrast, the 
male children appear to be at risk of being overweight. Food allocation in the family might 
be an issue here. also, the significant difference in the nutritional status of male and female 
children, particularly of the age group 12–59 months, suggests unequal treatment of male 
and female children in coastal barangays. the belief that males should have a greater share of 
the food because they do hard work might be strong in these communities. this might also 
be a reflection of improper or inappropriate feeding.

based on the results, sawang, avila and bacjao are considered the three most nutritionally-at-
risk barangays, being the ones with the highest prevalence of children who were underweight 
for their age, followed by dagsaan, montpiller and umilig. nutrition programs should target 
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these barangays. the findings support the selection of sawang, avila, dagsaan and umilig as 
eCd-barangays. sawang and avila have been eCd-barangays since 2001 and dagsaan and 
umilig since 2003. bacjao and montpiller are not eCd-barangays. moreover, almost 75% 
of the households in sawang are involved in fishing. this indicates that fishing households 
in this barangay are nutritionally-at-risk. likewise, for other nutritionally-at-risk barangays 
where 15–45% of the households are into fishing (based on the number of registered fishers 
who are also heads of household and barangay household population): avila (15%), bacjao 
(25%), dagsaan (25%) and umilig (45%). there is no available information for montpiller.

Recommendations

there is a need to review the existing municipal nutrition-program to make it more relevant 
to the needs of the children. other programs that influence children’s health and nutrition 
should also be strengthened, such as those on breastfeeding and on improving the nutrition of 
pregnant and lactating women and the health of women at reproductive age. this is to prevent 
the vicious cycle of malnutrition. in addition, there is a need to address gender inequality in 
nutrition. Without eliminating unequal treatment of male and female children, the problem 
of malnutrition cannot be solved.

special attention is needed for improving the nutritional status of children in sawang, 
avila, bacjao, montpiller, dagsaan and umilig. the supplementary feeding program should 
be evaluated to improve its efficiency. Financial commitment of the barangays and local 
municipal government to the nutrition program should also be increased.

the use of weight-for-age (underweight) index should be accompanied by height-for-age 
(stunting) and weight-for-height (wasting) indices. there are no available data for these two 
indices but weight-for-age data are available for several years. the available weight-for-age 
data need to be managed, properly stored, organized, processed and analyzed so these can be 
used as input in local planning and decision-making. trend analysis to see the progress and 
gaps in nutrition can be done using these data. the use of computers to ease recording and 
processing is needed.

the use of the irs adopted by the World health organization can make international 
comparisons possible. training on the use of the irs was given to bns and bhW in may 
2003 but they continue to use the philippine reference table. reluctance to change what is 
practiced for a long time may account for this.

this paper is a very preliminary work on the state of nutrition of children under 7 in the 
coastal barangays of buenavista. an in-depth study that will look into the determinants of 
malnutrition is recommended. the determinants have important implications for policies 
that provide intervention to the nutrition problem. the significant difference in the weight 
status of male and female children should also be sought. among other things, household 
food patterns, allocation, practices and beliefs should be investigated. also, an evaluation of 
the nutrition program that will look into its structure, activities, expenditure, benefits and 
areas for strengthening should be conducted. in addition, it would be interesting to compare 
the nutritional status of children by type of household (fishing and non-fishing), by area 
(coastal and non-coastal), by type of household head (female and male) and by income 
class.
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