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Child malnutrition is a devastating problem in Bangladesh. The level of
malnutrition still remains the highest in the world. Nearly 60 percent of the children
under age five are underweight and more than half are stunted. The poor economy is
not the only cause of malnutrition in Bangladesh, however. Socio-cultural factors that
affect the nutritional status of children at both household and community levels are
also important factors to be investigated. This study examined three socio-cultural
factors, namely, sex, birth order, and mother’s working status to better understand the
underlying causes of malnutrition in Bangladesh.

This study used data from a survey conducted in 1998, which yielded a sample
of 1,875 children (1,110 girls and 765 boys) aged from six months through two years
from Muktagacha subdistrict in the central part of Bangladesh. The mid upper arm
circumferences of children were compared in order to evaluate their nutritional status.
A logistic regression analysis was also performed to predict the probability of being
severely malnourished for various categories of children.

The results show that two factors are particularly important in relationships to
the nutritional status of children. These are sex and birth order of the child in the
family. It has been found that girls are more likely to be malnourished than boys. The
study reveals that the fourth and later born children are more likely to be malnourished
than the first and second born. The first and second born children tend to suffer from
malnutrition due to mother’s lack of experience in childcare. This study maintains that
sex preference and bias in nutritional status of children is rooted deeply in the
Bangladeshi culture in which families prefer to provide sons with better and more food
compared to daughters, since sons are considered as a more valuable asset for the
family. Sons inherit family property, farm the family land, and work for the family
business. They also provide financial support to their parents in old age.






