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Introduction

The head of the household is the person recognized as the leader within the home.
This individual is typically responsible for covering all or most of the household's
expenses and making decisions about how to allocate the household's income.
Supporting female heads of household has been a key priority in policymaking and
planning in the country. Over the past five decades, the number of female-headed
households in Iran has grown significantly. The share of these households increased
from 6.5% of the total households in 1966 (equivalent to 329,062 households) to
12.7% in 2016 (equivalent to 3,061,753 households). The growing trend of female
heads of household in the country, along with the social, economic, and health
challenges they face, places this group at the forefront of policymaking and
executive priorities.

Literature Review

Since 1980, studies on the rising female heads of household and research on the
social consequences and gender-specific effects of structural adjustment policies
have led to the problem that is known today as the “feminization of poverty,” and
part of this phenomenon is also due to the rising female heads of household. The
theory of feminization of poverty or the vulnerability of female heads of household
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emphasizes gender discrimination and considers the injuries and troubles of women
as a consequence of the lower position of women compared to men. This theory
emphasizes the conditions that govern the lives of female-headed households, such
as low literacy levels, low access to resources and assets, low access to supportive
individuals and institutions, sexual abuse and vulnerability at the community and
family levels, lack of access to equal job opportunities with men, and lower wages.
The poverty of female heads of household is not only economic, but also social,
cultural, and psychological. Low economic ability, unfavorable social conditions,
and, as a result, psychological problems, limit the individual ability of women and
maintain their ability at a low level. Recent studies indicate that empowerment is a
multifaceted process, encompassing various dimensions and influenced by multiple
factors. In other words, the vulnerability of female heads of households cannot be
reduced solely to the area of economic vulnerability, and ignoring social and
psychological harms can challenge the success of economic interventions.

Materials and Methods

In this paper, cluster analysis is utilized as a vital technique for classifying and
identifying homogeneous groups, serving as a foundation for policymaking and
planning. Hierarchical clustering using the aggregate method has been applied to
cluster the 31 provinces of Iran, utilizing Stata software version 16. The maps were
created using R version 4.1.2 software. The data of this research have been obtained
from the “Information Dashboard of Female Heads of Household” of the Ministry of
Cooperation, Labor, and Social Welfare. To achieve a multidimensional pattern of
vulnerability, the provinces of Iran have been divided into different clusters based
on the dimensions of vulnerability, and the most vulnerable clusters have been
determined in four dimensions: economic, social, health, and demographic.

Results

The results suggest that integrating income with other economic factors, such as
housing expenses and rent, can create a more comprehensive model for identifying
economic vulnerability. Although the two provinces of Tehran and Alborz have
higher income levels than other provinces of the country, they allocate a significant
share of their income to the basic need for housing, which is expected due to the
widespread prevalence of renting in these provinces. To provide a more
comprehensive model of vulnerability, healthcare costs were also included in the
analysis. The province of Tehran, along with the province of Alborz, stands out from
other provinces due to significantly higher healthcare costs. This situation is largely
attributed to limited access to health insurance and a higher prevalence of certain
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diseases among female heads of households in these areas. The analysis focused on
the illiteracy percentage of female heads of household and the number of people
they supervise. It was found that Sistan and Baluchestan province faces greater
social and demographic challenges compared to other provincial clusters. This is due
to a higher number of illiterate female heads of household who are responsible for
caring for more individuals, including a significant number of children who are
enrolled in education.

Conclusion

The rising number of female heads of household in Iran, along with the challenges
they face in social, economic, and health sectors, necessitates prioritizing this group
in policy and executive agendas. As shown in this paper, female heads of household
constitute an increasing and heterogeneous group, and this heterogeneity is observed
in different provinces of the country to different degrees. This is the reason why the
multidimensional empowerment of female heads of household has been emphasized
in the research literature. Findings from the cluster analysis revealed the importance
of this issue by showing the multidimensional pattern of vulnerability of this group.
Empowered women can accurately evaluate themselves, recognizing their talents
and limitations while possessing the strength to overcome difficulties and achieve
their goals.

Keywords: Female Heads of Households, Vulnerability, Empowerment, Cluster
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