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Summary

In Spain, gypsypeople are the minority which is mostpoorly considered by the overallpopulation. Gy-
psy women and girls are doubly marginalized both as a group and by their sex within the group.
Many studies have demonstrated that menarcheal age is the most reliable biological indicator o fecolo-
gical and social influences. Taboos and the marginal status ofdifferent ethnic groups can be detected
through the use of this biological trail. The main objective ofthispaper is to show, for thefirst time, the
relation between age at menarche and currentsocio-economic status in Spanish gypsy women.

The difficulty in gaining access to this minority, their low level ofeducation, the prevention o f institu-
tional intervention, and taboos related to the reproduction concerned topics caused considerable diffi-
culty in obtaining data. The research team workedfor oneyear in the community in three marginal
areas ofMadrid in order to obtain a small (no. 150) but consistently representative group ofwomen
between 14 and 45years ofage. Anthropometric and reproductive variables were studied, as well as
the tvomens economic, nutritionaland health status. The retrospective method was used with a double
comparison in two times. Women were informed andparticipated voluntarily in the study, earned out
in 1998-1999.

The median age o fmenarche was 15.5 + 1.33m When the sample was split up into two age groups (15-29
and 30-45 years old), a secular change wasfound (13-9 £+ 1-43 and 12.9 + 1.27 in women >30 and
<30, respectively). The means are higher than the typical valuesfound in the overall Spanish population.
The evidence o fthe above-mentioned secular change was studied in order to determine the importan-
ce of other incidentalfactors, such as dietary tendencies and sanitary control. In this population, nu-
tritional changes have occurred in the lastfew decades, so that nowadays their diet contains more ca-
lories and has a high animalfat content. In addition to better health, this study detected a great need
for education with regard to nutritional habits, and showed that in women of this group overweight
was becoming aproblem..
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Introduction

In Spain, the Gypsies make up the oldest
and most controversial minority group with
respect to social level, and they are in fact
the most poorly regarded group by the majo-
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rity of society, thus giving rise to nuclei of
marginalization and to low quality of life (1).
Nevertheless, within the group of Spanish
Gypsies there are different, clearly defined
social levels, each of which maintains its sen-
se of identity. Misery breeding grounds, the
final stratum of this ethnic group, are made
up of socially problematic shanty town po-
pulations established on the outskirts of ci-
ties, as in Madrid for instance.



In 1986, the Autonomous Community and
the Madrid City Council proceeded with a
census and rehousing in Technical Social
Units (TSUg, which comprised dwellings
with basic hygiene, an infant school and di-
ning room, social services etc. These TSUs
are a precursory step to the gypsies5defini-
tive settlement in state housing. Despite this
attempt, with respect to the idiosyncrasy,
some behaviours persist that are not only
social obstacles but also involve biological
repercussions. The clearly secondary role of
women in this collective, with respect to
their access to education, health care and
consideration, has been analysed in social
and cultural studies, but not in the biologi-
cal perspective. Gypsy law, the “Liry roma-
ni” is limiting with respect to women: “Du-
ring her infancy she is dependent on her
father, during her youth on her husband,
and if he dies, on her male child, and if she
has none, on her husband’s relatives”. The-
se rules, in conjunction with discriminatory
behaviours from infancy, may influence
morbidity and the developmental process as
a consequence of the double marginaliza-
tion, involved by the fact of belonging to
the group itself and of being a woman.

Puberty marks the moment when they give
up schooling and their wedding is prepa-
red. This normally takes place at the age of
15 of 16 years, although “without papers”,
given that this age is beneath the minimum
required for marriage according to the Spa-
nish Civil law. The “grandmothers” of the
group continue to carry out virginity tests
before the wedding. Puberty becomes a so-
cial as well as a biological Rubicon, charac-
terized by significant somatic changes and
rapid growth. These factors make this stage
very receptive and reflective of the preca-
rious situations of their living circumstances.
Considering all the somato-physiological
characteristics that can be analysed in wo-
men in this respect, menarcheal age is in
fact the most reliable of the biological indi-
ces that show the ecological and social in-
fluences on growth and development.
Furthermore it can be the sign of secular
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changes in different living conditions of
contemporary populations. In the case of
female Gypsy adolescents, the knowledge
of the actual age of menarche is, with the
two aforementioned causes, a source of in-
terest due to its contrast with the age regi-
stered in the majority of society with respect
to the knowledge of the persistence of nu-
clei of biosocial marginalization. Thus, the
objective of the current study is to determi-
ne and analyse the age of menarche and its
possible evolution in the studied marginal
Gypsy collective, and also its variation in
the “paya” population, seeking the environ-
mental factors that could be responsible for
the variation between both subpopulations.

Materials and methods

The studied population comprised 150 Gy-
psy women aged between 14 and 45 years.
Access to this minority is restricted, and the
low educational level, the prevention of in-
stitutional intervention and the taboos rela-
ting to reproduction concerned topics must
be carefully considered in the attempt to
obtain a small but consistent cross-sectional
sample. Women were subdivided into two
age groups (14-30 and 31-45 years of age),
thereby allowing any modification in the
age at menarche to be distinguished. Data
were collected during 1998 and 1999- The
research team worked for a year in the
community to develop an informed per-
spective and friendly relations in the three
TSUs in marginal areas of Madrid region.
Our team was helped by a social worker to
get an accurate knowledge of nutritional
habits, state of health, occupation and fa-
mily circumstances.

The mean age at menarche was estimated
by the retrospective method. In order to mi-
nimize error, women were questioned twi-
ce, on different days, about the time of their
first menstruation. The mean was corrected
(+ 0.5 year) according to the method of
Tanner (2). Dietary habits and daily food in-
take were measured by monitoring food
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consumption in each family member and
any visitors over a period of one week.
Anthropometries and reproductive traits we-
re studied in accordance with IBP (3). Stati-
stical analysis was carried out with the SPSS
program. All the women participating in the
study had given their informed consent to
be included in it. The project was made
possible by the support of the Spanish Mini-
stry of Social Affairs and the Institute of Wo-
men'’s Studies.

Results

The sample analysed, was entirely made up
of women of reproductive age, none of
whom had reached menopause yet: 85-33%
of them were married and most of the
14.67% unmarried ones were younger than
20 years. The age at which they had mar-
ried varied between 13 and 23 years (mean
= 18.12 + 3.70 years), indicating the persi-
stence of their own traditional patterns that
maintain the difference between the age
they usually get married and the average
age at marriage (approximately 25 years) of
Spanish women. The number of children
per woman has been estimated, although
the women were still fertile, to be much
greater than the estimated national average
of the country (1.1 children/woman). The
average of 3-1 children/woman, despite
being also inclusive of women older than
30 years of age, may be expected to increa-
se until the end of their fertile cycle. Abor-
tion is not permitted in the Gypsy commu-
nity and is rarely performed. Contraception
is exclusively up to the woman, the use of
the contraceptive pill being very uncom-
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mon. Men have no responsibility for family
planning and traditionally 'demand” their
first child soon after marriage. The family
nuclei studied were made up of more peo-
ple than the strict nuclear family despite the
impediment of the infrastructure of the TSU
dwellings to expansion and overcrowding.
On average, there were 5-3 people living in
these housing units, although this number
varied considerarly, from 11 to 2 people,
the latter case being that of a child and
mother whose husband was in prison. The
educational levels are very low, particularly
as regards women, 16.6% out of whom are
illiterate, 70% have rudimentary reading and
writing skills, and only 13 4% have a basic
level of education (primary school). The im-
plicit concept of “mobility” in the Gypsy
collective has considerably varied in the last
few decades. The origin of the subjects
making up the group we studied was
mainly from the province of Madrid itself
(no. 107), the others came from other Spa-
nish provinces: Caceres (no. 29), Toledo
(no. 8), Cordoba (no. 4) and Orense (no. 2)
(table I):

The age of menarche calculated by the re-
trospective method has been calculated for
the entire sample and for the two age grou-
ps under consideration, i.e., women over
thirty years of age, and women aged thirty
or less. The duly corrected values are sum-
marized in table II.

The mean age at menarche in the Spanish
Gypsy women we studied was higher than
the aged reported for the general Spanish
population in recent years (4-7) which pla-
ce the mean age at less than 13 years. The
subdivision of the sample by age group,
i.e., subjects older than 30 years and

Table!l Socialand demographic data o fthe Gypsygroup studied

Mean = SD Maximum Minimum
Age 24.80 + 4.95 45.0 14.0
Age at marriage 18.12 + 3-70 23.0 130
No. children/woman (women > 30) 31+ 18 7 2
No. people living home 533+ 220 11 2



Table Il Mean and Standard Deviation ofmenarche in overallpopulation and by agegroup
Mean SD ymax Vinin No.
Overall population 13.55 1.3275 16 9 150
>30 years 13.80 1.4307 16 9 58
<30 years 12.90 1.2790 16 9 92
Table 111 Recommendedprotein intake and actual intake in the collective studied
Recommended Family sample Women studied
Spanish intake
Meat 2.0-25 5.58 + 2.23 491 + 1.98
Fish 25-30 0.81 + 0.96 1.02 + 0.97
Hggs 2-3 1.59+ 1.42 150+ 1.38
Milk and derived products 10 - 20 6.30 + 243 7.30+ 2.56

Table TV Intake injuvenile groups, by sex

Sons 24 >= 16 years

Daughters >= 16 years

Meat 6.20+ 21 4,78+ 18
Fish 0.50 + 0.9 1.00+ 11
Eggs 2.00+ 1.2 110+ 0.9
Milk and milk products 5.96 + 1.3 7.08+ 12
Fruit juices 0.48 £ 0.9 0.92+ 13
Table V Discriminant analysis. Testsfo r univariate equality ofgroups

(menarche < 13-5years vs menarche > 13-5years)

Variable Wilkin’'s Lambda F Significance
Age 0.753 8.59 0.008
Family size 0.921 0.903 0.926
Educational level 0.940 0.984 0.841
Nutritional deviations 0.722 10.42 0.0005

subjects aged 30 or less, or in other words,
those born before or after the 1960s, reveals
an important difference in this biological
parameter to the extent of 0.9 years (ap-
proximately 11 months). Taking into ac-
count that the oldest woman included in
our study was 45 years old, the decrease in
this maturational trait is remarkable, being
above the estimate for the Spanish popula-
tion (t = 3.93; p <0.001). The maximum and
minimum ages, 16 and 9 years, respectively,
did not change. The frequency curve is di-

splaced towards earlier menarches without
any modification in the range of variation of
the character studied in this group. The afo-
rementioned mean age at marriage was 18
years, reflecting a very uniform mean pe-
riod. of access to reproduction of 4 to 5
years (mean 4.8 £+ 1.6). It also differentiates
the group from the overall Spanish popula-
tion once again, distinguishing the theoreti-
cal biological readiness from the social rea-
diness for reproduction between 12 and 14
years, according to the most recent registers
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of age of first maternity in Spain (Demogra-
fia 2000). If the mean age at marriage found
in the group of Gypsy women seems low,
then the range of variation is greater, with
values between 13 and 23 years. More than
36% of the women in the sample had given
birth to a child before reaching 17 years.
Thus, it must be considered that some “ur-
gency to have a first child” exists in the col-
lective, which encourages adolescent mar-
riages, leading to very early maternities and
paternities. A parallel, detailed nutritional
study of the Gypsy collective was carried
out, and the relevant methodology and
treatment were published (8). They both
demonstrated the importance of nutrition
on growth and growth rate. Sexual matura-
tion is strongly influenced by this process
and is conditioned by the nutritional status
of the individual (9,10). Thus, this subsam-
ple was submitted to an analysis concerning
the type and quality of the food consumed
by the collective as a part of a broader
study aimed, at finding out the nutritional
patterns and the acculturation in the Gypsy
collective. Table Ill summarizes the nutritio-
nal patterns of the women included in the
studied group wich are different from those
recorded for men (8). The control and relia-
bility of this issue was assured through par-
ticipatory observation, i.e., the researcher
visited the home and personally checked
“in situ” the quantity, quality and handling
of the foodstuff. Quantifiable portions were
then determined, which could be compared
with the quantities recommended for the
Spanish population.

Two facts stand out. First, the group’s in-
take significantly deviates from the recom-
mended quantities, and second, there are si-
gnificant differences in the values of mean
intake between the women and the men of
the group. These differences between the
two sexes were significant as regards meat
(p< 0.014), fish (p< 0.007) and milk pro-
ducts, mainly because of the consumption
of milk-based desserts (p< 0.038). This di-
morphism of intakes becomes more marked
when it is analysed in the infant, juvenile

and adolescent stages (development period
during which girls or boys are dependent
on their father's home). The results obtai-
ned reveal significant differences in the in-
take of meat (p< 0.008), fish (p< 0.0006),
eggs (p< 0.005), milk products (p< 0.025)
and fruit juices (p< 0.01).

Althought still showing of discrepancies
with respect to the recommended values,
the data provided in table 1V clearly reflect
a behaviour favouring men as regards the
type of food provided. The best quality of
food (meat and eggs) is given to the sons,
according to the Gypsy collective. The con-
sumption of fruit and vegetables by sons
and daughters is about one a third of the
recommended ideal weekly quantity while,
on the other hand, they eat four times as
much bread than recommended. The very
low iron content particularly affects women.
The consumption of food which is a source
of calcium is also scarce, although, in this
case girls and boys have healthier habits.
Following the stated objectives, a correla-
tion analysis carried out on the ages of me-
narche in sisters (no. 36) and in mothers
and daughters (no. 48) yielded values of
0.43 and 0.37, respectively. The data collec-
ted clearly showed the existence of a gene-
tic component in the timing of the adole-
scent growth spurt and first menses. High
values where found with similar environ-
mental, social and nutritional factors (sister-
sister). A discriminant analysis was carried
out where the age of menarche was consi-
dered a discriminant variable (menarche la-
ter than 13.5 years vs menarche earlier than
13.5 years), and age, family size and educa-
tional level, work occupation and deviation
from recommended consumption values
were taken as independent variables. Devia-
tion from recommended consumption was
calculated as the difference between the in-
dividual’s total intake of milk products,
meat, fish and eggs, and the sum of the re-
commendations for each category of food-
stuff under consideration. Table V summari-
zes the values of the discriminant function
statistics, derived by a step-wise procedure.



The age of the woman and the deviation
from the dietary recommendations were the
variables that allowed a discriminant func-
tion to be determined. In the step-wise
analysis the first variable removed was nu-
tritional deviation from recommended va-
lues (F=10.42); after step 1, only one varia-
ble had the F value allowing it to be inclu-
ded in the analysis: Age of the women (F=
6.79). After nutrition and age had been in-
cluded in the model, no more variables we-
re eligible for that. Seventy-eight point three
percent of the cases were correctly classi-
fied, and including additional variables did
not substantially improve the classification.
The discriminant function in the studied
group was:

D =0.436 Nut -0.247 Age +1.20

The special characteristics of the group with
respect to the reproductive activity minimize
the influence reported by other studies in
relation to family size or to a very low edu-
cational level in all cases.

Conclusions

The study carried out in the Gypsy collecti-
ve, despite being concerned with a small
sample, has shown how there are some pro-
cesses which are parallel to those occurring
in the Spanish population with respect to
the secular change in the age of menarche
(4). However, the ages of menarche are still
later, and this event is quite the opposite of
the baseless belief that this collective has a
much more precocious maturation (11). The
former statement of an early menarche mat-
ches the fact of Gypsy marriages occurring
at a very early age, as found in the “paya”
community.

Our study reveals how, in the collective stu-
died, the period of time between “biological
readiness” and “social readiness” for repro-
duction is significantly shorter. It is well
known that women brought up in subopti-
mal circumstances are likely to have chil-

dren in their teenage years. Suboptimal life

circumstances are likely to give rise to early
child-bearing with an associated risk of a
poor outcome. Children of mothers aged 16
years and under have an approximately

two-fold greater risk of low birth-rate off-
spring and low weight is one cause of infant
morbidity when compared with children

born of mature women. There may be pro-

blems connected with growth and cognition

as well as with an increased risk of chronic

diseases (for example, diabetes and hyper-
tension) in later life (12,13). The problem of
traditional ethnicity with respect to early
marriage, soon followed by maternity, persi-
sts in unions formed beyond the control of
Spanish legislation (Gypsy marriages).

In addition to the above, we cannot forget

that health and sanitary conditions are not

very good and that the nutritional status

shows important deficiencies that affect the

spurt time of the aforementioned process

and the condition in which maternity is ap-
proached. The low consumption of calcium

and the different mode of access to quality
food of men and women in the group of
Gypsies we studied might be the sources of
morbidity risk. The lack of education is one

of the main factors of the problem although

the population has undergone socioecono-
mic improvements. These improvements do

not affect the quality of the food consumed,

but they result in an increase in the con-

sumption of low quality, industrially produ-

ced foodstuff, mainly pastries and sweetsj
(14,15).
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