Gender: a brief overview
Sex and gender
Sex refers to biological, anatomical and physiological characteristics that define males and females.
❏ Gender refers to the roles, behaviours, activities and attributes, which society considers appropriate
and expected for men and women. It includes the social organization of women’s and men’s lives
and relations.
❏ Masculinity refers to the meanings and expressions given to being male and the social organization
of men’s lives and relations, while femininity refers to those of women.

Gender is socially constructed
Patterns of gender – of women’s and men’s lives and relations – are the outcome of social forces and relations. In other words, they are constructed in and through society. Gender is constructed by a wide range
of social forces and dynamics, including children’s relations with peers and adults, the media, schooling,
sociocultural norms, and the workings of organizations and governments.

Gender is both personal and collective
❏

❏

Gender exists at multiple levels, from personal identity and personality, to social and intimate relationships, to norms, values and culture, to organizations and social institutions, and to policy
frameworks.
Gender has both personal and collective dimensions. At the personal level, men and women ‘do’ or ‘perform’ gender through their identities, behaviour and relations. Individuals construct, enact and negotiate a gendered sense of self over time in different social contexts and relations. However, women’s
and men’s conduct is shaped by wider social constraints and power relations. At the collective level,
gender is defined and sustained in communities, institutions and culture through such collective
forces as policies and laws, and through local and global economic, military and cultural dynamics.

Gender involves power and inequality
❏

❏

❏

Gender relations in many contexts are relations of inequality and injustice. There is a widespread pattern of male privilege and female disadvantage. They exist in which men, as a group, enjoy institutional privileges at the expense of women, as a group.
Gender inequalities are interpersonal. They exist in men’s and women’s daily interactions and relations in households, workplaces and public places. Gender inequalities also are institutional, shaping
women’s and men’s access to political, economic and cultural power.
Gendered power relations are dynamic (they can change over time) and contested (they are challenged – and defended – by individuals, movements, organizations and governments).

There is diversity and hierarchy
❏

❏

There are multiple femininities and masculinities. They exist across different cultures, periods of history, and communities and settings within any one society. However, some constructions of gender
are dominant while others are subordinate. Some forms of masculinity and femininity are given
social status and legitimacy – praised by others, celebrated in the media, and granted more rights –
while others are marginalized, punished and, sometimes, criminalized.
Gender interacts with other social divisions and forms of diversity, such as those associated with race
and ethnicity, class, sexuality, age, nationality and disability.
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Work with men has demonstrated significant potential in
contributing to building gender equality and improving the health of
women and men.
This policy brief:
• outlines the rationale for using policy approaches to engage men
in achieving gender equality, reducing health inequities, and
improving women’s and men’s health;
• offers a framework for integrating men into policies that aim to
reduce gender inequality and health inequities;
• highlights some successful policy initiatives addressing men that
have advanced gender equality and reduced health inequities by
generating positive changes in men’s behaviours and relations
with women and with other men.

Policy approaches
to engaging
men and boys
ISBN
ISBN 978-92-4-120957-1
978 92 4 150012 8

in achieving
gender equality
and health equity

Cover_Policy_Brief_men_boys.indd 1

26.08.10 09:05

WHO Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
Policy approaches to engaging men and boys in achieving gender equality and health equity.
1. Gender identity. 2. Sex factors. 3. Men. 4. Adolescent. 5. Child. 6. Health policy. 7. Women’s health. 8. Men’s health.
9. Health promotion. I. World Health Organization.
ISBN 978 92 4 150012 8

(NLM classification: WA 306)

© World Health Organization 2010
All rights reserved. Publications of the World Health Organization can be obtained from WHO Press, World Health Organization,
20 Avenue Appia, 1211 Geneva 27, Switzerland (tel.: +41 22 791 3264; fax: +41 22 791 4857; e-mail: bookorders@who.int).
Requests for permission to reproduce or translate WHO publications – whether for sale or for noncommercial distribution – should
be addressed to WHO Press, at the above address (fax: +41 22 791 4806; e-mail: permissions@who.int).
The designations employed and the presentation of the material in this publication do not imply the expression of any opinion
whatsoever on the part of the World Health Organization concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of
its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. Dotted lines on maps represent approximate border
lines for which there may not yet be full agreement.
The mention of specific companies or of certain manufacturers’ products does not imply that they are endorsed or recommended
by the World Health Organization in preference to others of a similar nature that are not mentioned. Errors and omissions
excepted, the names of proprietary products are distinguished by initial capital letters.
All reasonable precautions have been taken by the World Health Organization to verify the information contained in this publication. However, the published material is being distributed without warranty of any kind, either expressed or implied. The responsibility for the interpretation and use of the material lies with the reader. In no event shall the World Health Organization be liable
for damages arising from its use.
The named authors alone are responsible for the views expressed in this publication.
Printed in France.
Photo credits courtesy of Photoshare: Akshay Sharma (cover); Carl Whetham (p.9); Catherine Harbour (p.15); Hesterki Range (p. 17);
Joydeep Mukherjee (p. 21); JHU/CCP (p. 23); Community Peer Educators (p. 25); Edson E. Whitney (p. 29); Moses Ringo (p. 33);
Juhee Kim (p. 34).

Policy_Brief_men_boys.indd 2

26.08.10 09:07

Acknowledgements
This document was developed by the Department of Gender, Women and Health (GWH) of the World Health Organization
(WHO) under the overall guidance of ‘Peju Olukoya. Special thanks are due to members of the MenEngage Alliance and
the many other individuals who contributed to the development of this document. It was coordinated by the Sonke Gender Justice Network and prepared by: Gary Barker of the International Centre for Research on Women; Michael Flood of
the University of Wollongong; Alan Greig, consultant; Dean Peacock of Sonke Gender Justice Network; the UCLA Program
in Global Health and the Gender, Violence and Health Centre of the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine; and
Orly Stern of the Sonke Gender Justice Network.
The comments and suggestions of the following WHO colleagues are also gratefully acknowledged: Paul Bloem, the
Department of Child and Adolescent Health; Mike Mbizvo and Kirsten Vogelson, the Department of Reproductive Health
and Research; and Shelly Abdool and Elena Villalobos, the Department of Gender, Women and Health. Other contributors and reviewers include Robert Bailey, University of Illinois, Chicago; Emily Esplen, Institute of Development Studies;
Daniel Halperin, Harvard University School of Public Health; Andrew Levack, EngenderHealth; Lyn Messner, International
Women’s Health Coalition; Alex Scott-Samuel, University of Liverpool; and Tim Shand, International Planned Parenthood
Federation. We would also like to thank Diana Hopkins for editing and proofreading the document, and Monika Gehner,
Melissa Kaminker and Milly Nsekalije of the Department of Gender, Women and Health, WHO, for their technical assistance in the finalization of the document.
We acknowledge the financial support of the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) to the production of the document.

Acknowledgements

Policy_Brief_men_boys.indd 5

5

26.08.10 09:07

