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Sex is not gender

Although gender interacts with sex and often used interchangeably, sex and gender are not 

the same. Gender and sex have distinct meanings. 

Sex refers to the biological characteristics and physiological features (like chromosomes, 

reproductive and sexual anatomy etc) defining female, male, and intersex (an umbrella 

term used for individuals born with natural variations in those characteristics). 

Gender is a social construct and refers to the social attributes defining what it means to be 

a man or woman or person with non-binary gender identity in a given society learned through 

socialisation. Gender involves social norms, roles, status, expectations, and relations within 

households and communities that are context- and time-specific and are changeable.

Sex and gender have distinct and interacting effects on health. Therefore, health 
research requires sex-and gender-based analysis accounting for biological factors, as 
well as social, cultural and economic factors.
Source: Adapted from WHO (2011) Gender mainstreaming for health managers; WHO (2023) Gender and health Q&A and Global Health 5050 (2022) Glossary.

https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241501057
https://www.who.int/news-room/questions-and-answers/item/gender-and-health
https://globalhealth5050.org/glossary/


Gender

Gender roles are socially constructed sets of social and economic activities, responsibilities 

and tasks assigned to women, men and persons with non-binary gender identity in society.

Gender relations refers to a specific subset of social relations uniting women, men and 

persons with non-binary gender identity as social groups in a given community, determining 

their identities, power, rights, responsibilities and identities in relation to one another.
Source: Adapted from EIGE (2023) Glossary, WHO (2011) Gender mainstreaming for health managers, and WHO (2023) Gender and health Q&A.

Gender norms are socially constructed ideas, expectations and standards about how 

women, men and persons with non-binary gender identity should be/act in a given society.

Gender identity refers to a person’s innate, deeply felt internal and individual experience of 

gender that may or may not correspond to the designated sex at birth.

Gender expression refers to how an individual expresses their gender identity, for 

example, through dress and speech among others.

https://eige.europa.eu/thesaurus/overview
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241501057
https://www.who.int/news-room/questions-and-answers/item/gender-and-health


Gender affects everyone

• Gender is not something that exists “out there” to 
“other people” – or only to people from poor 
and/or marginalised communities.

• Gender norms, roles and relations are a part of 
the daily lives of everyone and affect us all – 
researchers, programme managers, stakeholders 
and participants among others alike.

• Learning about gender can be challenging 
because it may require rethinking our own beliefs, 
traditions and behaviour. This can be tough and 
requires open-mindedness from everyone 
involved.

Source: Adapted from WHO (2011) Gender mainstreaming for health managers (p. 27).

https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241501057


Gender equality & equity

. Gender equality is about being valued 

equally; having equal chances and 

opportunities in life; and ensuring formal 

structures allow for equal access to 

resources – regardless of sex. 

Gender equity moves beyond equality 

under the law. Gender equity recognises 

gender differences in power and needs; is 

about being fair; responds to different 

needs; and seeks to compensates for 

disadvantages and to redistribute resources.

Source: Adapted from WHO (2011) Gender mainstreaming for health managers (p. 58).

Image credit: “Equality VS Equity” by Interaction Institute for Social Change | Artist Angus 
Maguire.

https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241501057
https://interactioninstitute.org/illustrating-equality-vs-equity/
interactioninstitute.org
madewithangus.com
madewithangus.com


Gender mainstreaming

Gender mainstreaming refers to…

• …the systematic consideration of the 

differences between the conditions, 

situations and needs of people of all 

genders in all policies and actions (EIGE).

• …a strategy for making concerns and 

experiences of man, woman, and person 

with non-binary gender identity an integral 

dimension of the design, implementation, 

monitoring and evaluation of policies and 

programmes in all political, economic and 

societal spheres so that people of all 

genders benefit equally (UN, WHO).

…requires two complementary strategies:

• Programmatic gender mainstreaming 

involves the systematic application of 

gender analysis methods to health 

problems to better understand how 

gender norms, roles and relations affect 

the health of people of all genders across 

the life course.

• Institutional gender mainstreaming 

seeks to create an enabling environment 

for programmatic approaches by ensuring 

that organisational structures, procedures 

do not reinforce gender inequality.

Source: Adapted from WHO (2011) Gender mainstreaming for health managers (p. 8).

https://eige.europa.eu/thesaurus/terms/1185
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241501057
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241501057


LIGHT gender assessment

LIGHT gender assessment contributes the consortium’s 

institutional gender mainstreaming and commitment. The 

LIGHT gender and equity working group conducted the 

assessment and prepared the report which…

• …summarises equality legislations and the state of gender 

equality in LIGHT countries.

• …assesses existing gender policies within all institutions 

and the gender composition of LIGHT teams. 

• …provides illustrative examples of gender leadership and 

pay gaps. 

• …outlines opportunities for strengthening gender equality 

competence and mainstreaming through LIGHT.

• …can be found in LIGHT SharePoint here.

https://lstmed.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/LIGHT_Consortium/OUTPUT%205_GOVERNANCE%20%20PROGRAMME%20MANAGEMENT/WG_GENDER%20%26%20EQUITY_GEWG/02_Gender%20Assessments/Gender%20assessment_report_approved.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=bSvuCa
https://lstmed.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/LIGHT_Consortium/OUTPUT%205_GOVERNANCE%20%20PROGRAMME%20MANAGEMENT/WG_GENDER%20%26%20EQUITY_GEWG/02_Gender%20Assessments/Gender%20assessment_report_approved.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=bSvuCa


Gender equality competence

. Gender equality competence refers to skills, 

attributes and behaviours that people need for 

mainstreaming gender concerns effectively into 

policies and plans and help build gender equality:

• Commitment means taking responsibility and 

action for gender mainstreaming as an 

organisation, team and individual.

• Methodological skills imply the ability to 

implement gender mainstreaming using the 

appropriate methods and tools.

• Specialist knowledge comprises theoretical 

understanding of gender as a social construct; in-

depth knowledge of gender relations as social 

structures; and relevant empirial knowledge.

Source: Image and definitions of gender equality competence by European 

Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE). Available at: 

https://eige.europa.eu/gender-mainstreaming/toolkits/gender-institutional-

transformation/step-9-developing-gender-equality-competence 

https://eige.europa.eu/gender-mainstreaming/toolkits/gender-institutional-transformation/step-9-developing-gender-equality-competence
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-mainstreaming/toolkits/gender-institutional-transformation/step-9-developing-gender-equality-competence


Gender-responsiveness

Gender norms & roles Gender-specific needs Gender power relations

Gender-unequal Reinforces imbalances Privileges dominant gender Reinforces inequality

Gender-blind Ignores imbalances Treats everyone the same Often reinforces inequality

Gender-sensitive Considers imbalances Ignores differences Does not address inequality

Gender-specific Considers imbalances Targets specific needs Does not address inequality

Gender-transformative Addresses imbalances Considers specific needs Addresses gender inequality

LIGHT 

interventions are 

gender-

responsive -    

at a minimum, 

gender-specific

Source: Image and definition of the five levels of the Gender Responsive Assessment Scale by WHO (2011) Gender mainstreaming for health managers – participants’ notes (p. 41).

https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241501057


Sex & gender-based analysis

Sex-disaggregated statistics are data collected and tabulated separately for female, 

male, and/or intersex people allowing the measurement of differences between them.

Sex-based analysis refers to the examination of biological and/or physiological factors as 

determinants of health among women, men and/or intersex people.

Sex and gender-based analysis considers both – sex and gender – because people are 

different at every stage of their lives biologically and in their roles, responsibilities, 

opportunities, and choices and in relation to the expectations and norms faced with.
Source: Adapted from WHO (2011) Gender mainstreaming for health managers; WHO (2023) Gender and health Q&A; Tannenbaum, Greaves & Graham (2016) Why sex and gender 

matter in implementation research; SAGER guidelines; and Gahagan, J. and Bryson, M. K. (eds.) (2021) Sex- and Gender-Based Analysis in Public Health. Cham, Switzerland: 

Springer Nature Switzerland AG.

Gender-based analysis refers to the critical examination of how differences in gender 

roles, activities, needs, opportunities and rights/entitlements affect women, men, and 

persons with non-binary gender identity in a given policy area, situation or context.

https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241501057
https://www.who.int/news-room/questions-and-answers/item/gender-and-health
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12874-016-0247-7
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12874-016-0247-7
https://researchintegrityjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s41073-016-0007-6#Sec15


Social ecological models

. Social ecological models help unpack unfair 

gender differences in health status by 

considering…

• …how social, economic, political, legal, 

religious, and cultural arrangements put 

people and populations in harm’s way 

(Farmer et al., 2006, 2013).

• …how systems and processes of power 

are hierarchically linked and co-occur 

simultaneously across levels (Krieger, 

2008).

Source: Ecological model adapted from McLeroy et al. (1988) and Heise (2011). 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.0030449
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/j.ctt46n4b2
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2376874/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2376874/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/109019818801500401
https://researchonline.lshtm.ac.uk/id/eprint/21062/


Intersectionality 

. And just as men, women and persons with 

non-binary gender identity differ from each 

other, many differences exist within groups. 

Intersectionality explores health inequities 

and inequalities by considering how…

• gender inequality is interconnected with 
other forms of discrimination affecting  
health and life of groups of people. 

• …how systems and processes of power 

and oppression work together, resulting 

in unfair distribution of privileges and 

disadvantages, including ill-health.

Source: Adapted from WHO (2020) and Hankivsky (2014).Intersectionality wheel based on Simpson (2009) as displayed in WHO, (2020, p 6)

https://tdr.who.int/publications/i/item/2020-09-23-incorporating-intersectional-gender-analysis-into-research-on-infectious-diseases-of-poverty-a-toolkit-for-health-researchers
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/279293665_Intersectionality_101
https://tdr.who.int/publications/i/item/2020-09-23-incorporating-intersectional-gender-analysis-into-research-on-infectious-diseases-of-poverty-a-toolkit-for-health-researchers
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