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BACKGROUND

Gender dynamics are important for malaria prevention and control: both men and 
women experience varying degrees of risk of malaria related to their household 
duties, income-generating activities and other vulnerabilities, intersecting with 
their age, social status and geographic location.

Access to ITNs in most countries has been determined by mass campaign 
schedules and the completeness of household registration and distribution 
activities. We wished to assess whether there were differences in the proportion 
of the population with access to an ITN within the household between male- and 
female-headed households. This information could be used to identify gender 
disparities in ITN distribution activities, and/or signal potential differences in ITN 
retention and care behaviours.

METHODS

A total of 122 Malaria Indicator Surveys (MIS) and Demographic and Health Surveys 
(DHS) were downloaded with permission from dhsprogram.com. The proportion 
of the population with access to an ITN was calculated following guidelines from 
the RBM Partnership to End Malaria and calculated separately within male- and 
female-headed households. To account for differential targeting of ITNs to women 
and children prior to the advent of universal coverage campaigns around 2010, 
we stratified results into pre- and post-2011. The “meta forestplot” command in 
Stata 17 (StataCorp, College Station, Texas) was used to conduct a meta-analysis 
of the results, presenting point estimates from each survey and the difference 
in population ITN access between male- and female-headed households. 
Appropriate survey weights were applied using the svyset command in Stata.
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RESULTS

The proportion of households headed by women ranged from 5 per cent to 48 
per cent with a mean of 26 per cent (Figure 1) and varied by country, with Haiti, 
Swaziland, Namibia and Zimbabwe having the highest rates of female-headed 
households, and Burkina Faso and Mali the lowest rates.  

Figure 1: Proportion of households headed by women, by country
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The proportion of the population with access to an ITN within their household 
(assuming one ITN protects up to two people) for male- and female-headed 
households is plotted in Figure 2, with a line indicating where the two values 
are equal. Green points highlight the 72 surveys where there was no statistical 
difference in ITN access between male- and female-headed households. Orange 
points highlight 12 surveys where ITN access was higher (p<0.05) among female-
headed households (in five of five surveys in Madagascar, two of two surveys in 
Namibia, and two of six surveys in Mali, along with Benin 2018, Niger 2006 and 
Comoros 2012). A total of 38 surveys showed statistically higher (p<0.05) population 
ITN access among households headed by men (blue points). ITN access was not 
influenced by the prevalence of female-headed households: linear regression 
indicated that there was no association at the country level between the two 
indicators.

Figure 2: ITN access among male- and female-headed households in 122 MIS and DHS surveys
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Figure 3 presents the results of the meta-analysis among surveys conducted from 2011 onwards. 
There was a very small overall difference of one percentage point (95% CI 0%-2%) in population ITN 
access in favour of male-headed households, but we do not consider this to be a programmatically 
significant finding. 

Figure 3: Forest plot of ITN access among male- and female-headed households,restricted to 
surveys conducted 2011-2021  
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DISCUSSION

While the meta-analysis indicated a small but 
statistically significant difference in ITN access 
in favor of male-headed households, we do not 
consider a one-percentage-point difference to 
indicate any significant global issues in reaching 
male and female-headed households with ITNs, 
nor do we consider this evidence of differential 
ITN retention behaviours between male- and 
female-headed households. There are many 
other factors that determine which households 
receive nets, including proximity to campaign 
registration activities and distribution points, 
frequency of ITN distributions, eligibility for 
antenatal care (ANC), Expanded Programme 
on Immunization (EPI) and other continuous 
distribution channels, and availability of ITNs 
from other sources, including family and 
retail or black markets. Likewise, ITN retention 
behaviours are highly variable by location, 
environment and ITN handling habits, and are 
influenced by scarcity or availability of other 
ITNs. It is not implausible that the gender of 

the head of household may have an influence 
on net care behaviours, but when aggregating 
data across countries, there is no evidence to 
signal this has global implications. Nonetheless 
we would recommend durability monitoring 
and malaria behavioural  surveys assess net 
care practices by gender to inform country-
specific recommendations.

Only one country, Madagascar, had consistent 
results favoring one type of household. It is 
notable that female-headed households had 
ITN access rates that were three to seven 
percentage points higher than male-headed 
households across surveys conducted between 
2008 and 2021. Madagascar’s ITN distribution 
modalities (primarily mass campaigns and 
ANC/EPI) may intentionally or unintentionally 
prioritize or favour female-headed households, 
or these households may have different 
approaches to caring for and retaining ITNs 
than male-headed households. 

CONCLUSION

There was no evidence to conclude that there 
are programmatically significant gender 
disparities in ITN access between male- and 
female-headed households at a global level. 

Country-specific analyses and ITN studies, 
including durability monitoring and behavioural 
surveys, should continue to examine the role of 
gender in ITN-related behaviours.
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To join the weekly AMP conference call each Wednesday at 10:00 AM Eastern time (16.00 PM CET)  
use the following Zoom meeting line: 
https://us06web.zoom.us/j/2367777867?pwd=a1lhZk9KQmcxMXNaWnRaN1JCUTQ3dz09

You can find your local number to join the weekly call:
https://zoom.us/u/acyOjklJj4

To be added to the AMP mailing list visit:
https://allianceformalariaprevention.com/weekly-conference-call/signup-for-our-mailing-list/

To contact AMP or join an AMP working group please e-mail: 
allianceformalariaprevention@gmail.com 

For further information please go to the AMP website: 
https://allianceformalariaprevention.com
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