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The Social Life of Metrics

Over the past decade, the Central American country of Guatemala has reported
some of the gravest growth problems for children under five in the world
(ECLAC, 2018). [1] Studies of child growth and development tend to focus on
metrics such as weight and height, paying little attention to social world of
development, including practices of childbirth and childcare.
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One key metric of interest is head circumference, which is used as an indicator
of child growth both within the mother’s womb (when there is access to
ultrasound technologies), at birth, and over the first five years of life.

Measuring newborn head circumference is a common practice in most delivery
rooms in Guatemala. Doctors will measure the baby’s weight (if possible;
scales are not always available), the baby’s length, and the circumference of
the baby’s head (MSPAS, nd). The collection of these metrics follows a
protocol, and is a recommended practice for infant care and child growth
monitoring. Yet in the context of Zika discourse, the measurement of head
circumference gains added significance.
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Though national guidelines

provide healthcare workers with protocols for calculating the head
circumference of newborns, the actual practice and the way it is understood
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vary among childcare stakeholders. This is especially true in areas where the
chance of contracting Zika is slim, such as the Western Highlands of
Guatemala.

Health providers from the Ministry of Health and Social Assistance of
Guatemala (MSPAS) in the Western Highlands state that microcephaly is not a
concern in their region. Nutritionists and some doctors of MSPAS’s public
services additionally mention that measuring head circumference is an unusual
procedure for primary care or preventative care clinics.

“No, we don’t take this measurement, it’s not a service we provide.”
-Local Health Personnel

According to a municipal health service provider in the Guatemalan Highlands,
microcephaly is not a local problem. She associated it with areas where Zika is
endemic— and not necessarily with the physical growth of children.

“We have received some referrals for microcephaly, but not too
many. The only referral I had this year was because the child has a
neurological problem, not because he is small.”

-Local Health Service Provider

“There is no microcephaly here...it is quickly noticeable when
children have that problem. The children referred with microcephaly
to this hospital are from the coast and not from this area.”

-Local Health Service Provider

However, a 2015 longitudinal study of growth and development also carried
out the Western Highlands — in an area not yet evaluated by the Health Center
— affirms the prevalence of microcephaly. The study reported that 19% of
infants in early postpartum were affected, and 15% were affected during later
postpartum (Chomat et al, 2015). That the presence of microcephaly was not
associated with Zika was also confirmed by a group of researchers who
analyzed secondary information of head circumference alongside data
predating the Zika epidemic. They recommended a further review of this data
to address the country’s growing concern and as a method of avoiding
underreported cases (Rick et al, 2017).

Health providers share a growing concern, which is not yet deeply studied.
They mention that finding “small heads” of children is common in Guatemala,
suggesting that more cases of microcephaly exist than those only associated
with Zika or with neurological problems.

“I have always said that we are a country [of people] with small
heads and we must investigate the implications this has for the
growth and development of children.”

-Former Official from the Pediatric Unit of a Public Hospital

Yet varied practices and understandings of measuring head circumference,
which frequently depart from the recommendations given by health authorities,
might negatively impact efforts to monitor the growth of children, impede
opportunities for follow-up, and lead to harmful care for children diagnosed
with microcephaly—whether or not this is associated with Zika.
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Mothers in communities in Guatemala’s Western Highlands have differing
opinions on what it means for a child to have a “good-sized head.” While
traditional midwives in this area do not commonly measure the heads of
infants, they note that a baby born with an observable “small head” or small
body can mean a higher likelihood of survival for both the mother and child.

In situations where maternal care is limited or inaccessible, or where care is
provided by traditional midwives, anything that will help the mother’s survival
is valued by those participating in the birthing process. Some mothers and
midwives report that the fact that the baby is small in general (not only in
regard to head circumference) decreases obstetrical risk and increases the
mother’s odds of survival and, thus, her wellbeing over time.

“It was different before because it was unusual for a child to be born
big. Now babies are larger, but the women are also stronger.”

-Traditional Midwife

“Once, a baby was born and weighed something like ten pounds. The
mom almost died...he was so big and the delivery took so long,
almost all day. I thought he was a lost cause, but now he is a grown

”

man.
-Traditional Midwife

“Before, dying from childbirth was common, with babies surviving
their mothers. Other times the babies died with their mothers.”

-Mother from the Highlands

The midwives also report they have found instances where mothers do not
consume foods known to provide nutritional benefits during pregnancy because
they are hoping to avoid complications during their pregnancy or at childbirth.

“If the mother wants to eat more, she will eat more, but some mothers
will not eat a lot while they are pregnant. They will experience
nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, and want to avoid a complicated

pregnancy.”
-Traditional Midwife

This survival strategy is significant because of how it impacts a woman’s diet.
Although the pregnant body requires more energy and nutrients to form a new
being, there might be necessary limitations so that the size of the baby does not
put both of their lives at risk. While there is a recommended diet, prescribed as
the “technical” ideal, we should consider instances when the size of the baby
might endanger a mother’s life—particularly in communities lacking the health
services necessary for a complicated birth.

What we know about microcephaly is still limited, but perhaps we could
consider this lack of knowledge as an invitation to reflect on the many voices
that comprise the science of metrics. After all, metrics have social lives. For
health providers, measuring head circumference is a typical part of a process of
categorizing children and their health. Yet in this Highland Guatemalan case,
these metrics are primarily used in areas where Zika appears as a health
problem. Meanwhile, for mothers and midwives, the size of the child is an
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indicator of whether a birth may be healthy or complicated, providing insight
into the survival prospects of both mother and child.

Both scientists and midwives share an interest in methods of quantification, but
their methods have different ends. This raises an urgent question: “what if the
link made between microcephaly, the Zika virus, and neurological damage,
causes us to overlook an entirely different kind of public health indicator?”
From the mother’s perspectives, it seems we might reflect on health inequities
that have made giving birth to a child of “appropriate” birth size a life risk to
both the child and the mother. As we reflect on the timely issue of head
circumference perhaps, we can ask how to better the broader conditions of
nourishment and wellness for mothers and their children.

[1] This is the companion essay to “Head Circumference” (Yates-Doerr and
Garcia, 2020). The research for both pieces was carried out collectively, but the
initial authorship was undertaken independently by each publication’s first
author. We juxtapose them in this series to emphasize the “awkward
collaboration” (Yates-Doerr 2019) that accompanies the different
positionalities of public health collaborators.
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