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 Making the link: 
Gender Equality and Health

POLICY 
PRÉCIS

 This Policy Précis looks at gender, health and inequalities. It covers differences in health status by gender, why 
those differences might occur, and what can be done to address gender-related health inequalities.

Data from the EU28, 2018 9,10

work.  These  labour conditions contribute to poor 
physical and mental health across the lifespan for both  
men and women. 

In  addition,  women’s  roles  as  the  primary carers  of  
children and  older family members  is generally  unpaid. 
This can restrict   their ability to   get and sustain a  job,  
work  full  time,  develop  careers,  or  achieve  financial  
security.11  In  fact,  such  responsibilities  prevent  7.7  
million  women   in  the   EU  from   participating  in  the  
labour  market,  compared  to  less  than  half  a  million  
men.12 While more women have a   university degree,  
they  are  more  likely  to  work  in  low-paid  jobs  and  in  
lower  positions.13,14   On  average,  the   hourly  pay  for  
women in  the   EU is 14.8% lower than for men15, and  
the gender gap in overall earning is 39.6%.16 In later life, 
gendered pay gaps become a pension gap, as women  
are less able to pay pension contributions.  In the EU,  
women’s  pensions  are  35.7%  lower  than  men’s.  20%  
of older women are at risk of poverty. The persistent  
digital gender divide is exacerbating these differences:  
technological  developments  are  increasingly  shaping  
our world and generating a growing demand for digital  
skills.  This  realm  however,  remains  male-dominated, 
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leading to potential biases 
against women in technology, 
and deterring them from 
getting much needed skills and 
high-paid work opportunities in 
this influential field.17,18
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wide  range  of  indicators  that 
help monitor progress of gender 
equality across the EU.37

The EU Gender Equality Strategy 2020 – 2025  sets  
the  framework  for  the  European  Commission’s  (EC) 
future  work  towards  improving  gender  equality.38 

Sex  refers  to  the  biological  differences  between  men  and  
women.

Gender  refers  to  the  social  attributes  and  opportunities  
associated with being male and female and the relationships  
between  women  and  men  and  girls  and  boys,  as  well  as  
the  relations  between  women  and  those  between  men.  
These attributes, opportunities and relationships are socially  
constructed and are learned through socialization processes.22

This publication explores health inequalities between cis 
gender people. Data on health inequalities experienced by 
LGBTI+ communities is scarce. For more information, see 
materials and the final report of the EU Health4LGBTI 
project.23

COVID-19 and gender equality

Men are more vulnerable to COVID-19 due to higher rates of smoking and underlying health conditions.24 They  
are 1.3 times as likely to die from COVID-19.25 Yet, as the majority of health(care) and front-line workers, women 
are more likely to be exposed to the virus and more often experience mental health  issues due to elevated  
stress.26 The social and economic fallout of the pandemic also impacts women in a gender-specific way:27

	j Under lockdown the burden of informal and domestic 
labour has become even greater for women, especially 
due to home-schooling. 

	j Older women are more likely to rely on (informal) 
long-term  care,  to  live  alone28,  and  to  face  poverty 
and  social  exclusion.29 They  are  therefore  more  
likely  to  experience  problems  receiving  adequate 
and affordable care.30 As  the majority of  residents  in 
nursing homes, women have been put at an elevated  
risk of dying due to outbreaks there.31 

	j Additional strain on health systems has decreased 

access  to  sexual  and  reproductive  health  services.  
Domestic  violence  and  (digital)  sexual  harassment,  
mostly  affecting  women,  have  increased  during 
lockdowns32  while  access  to  care  and  shelters  has 
decreased.  It  has  been  shown  that  experience  
of  interpersonal  violence  is  linked  to  female 
homelessness.33

	j As women are more likely to be in precarious 
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Making It Happen

Italy
In  Italy,  a  network  of  anti-violence centres45  offers  a 
safe place for people who experience violence where  
they  can  receive  support,  guidance,  and  information 
about their rights and options. In the Tuscany Region,  
the  centres  work  with  different  actors  and  services, 
such  as  police  and  education,  to  signal  and  prevent 
violence  and  help  victims.46  Local  anti-violence 
networks  are  gradually  being  enhanced  with  centres 
for perpetrators of violence to help rehabilitate them 
and prevent future violence.

Finland 

Finland  has  a  high  level  of  sexual and reproductive 
health and rights and one of the lowest infant mortality  
rates  in the world. This can be explained by Finland’s  
universal,  inclusive,  and  comprehensive  primary  
health  care  services.  Benefits  for  families  include  a  
maternity  grant,  54  days  of  paternity  leave,  and  158  
days  of  paternal  leave  that  can  be  shared  between  
parents.47 These rights provide both parents with equal 
opportunities to work, educate themselves, and build 
their careers. As pension contributions continue during 
parental leave and mothers can more easily continue to

Among  other  things,  it  focuses  on  ending  gender-
based violence, challenging stereotypes and achieving 
a gender-equal economy. 

UN Sustainable Development Goal 5 – Gender 
Equality (SDG5) commits the EU to achieving gender 
equality and empowering all women and girls.39

The European Pillar of Social Rights  (EPSR  and  its  
Action Plan set out the need and concrete actions for  
equal  treatment  and  opportunities  for  women  and  
men  in all  areas,  including  the  labour market,  terms  
and conditions of employment, and equal pay.40  The 
Pillar’s  Social  Scoreboard  collects  data  on  gender 
inequality  in  employment  and  the  pay  gap,  which 
feeds into the European Semester process.41 

The 2019 EU Work-Life Balance Directive  includes  
a  set  of  legislative  actions  to  better  support  a  work-
life  balance  for  parents  and  carers,  encourage  more  
equal  sharing  of  parental  leave,  address  women’s  
underrepresentation in the labour market and protect  
rights to parental and carers’ leave.42 

The WHO  European  Region’s  Strategies on Women’s 
Health (2016)43 and Men’s Health (2018)44  outline  
priority  areas  for  action  and  guidance  on  meeting  
the  specific  health  needs  of  men and  women.  These  
include  making  sure  national  policies  and  strategies  
across  the  life-course  reflect contemporary evidence.  
They  recommend  action  and  collaboration  across  
ministries of health, departments for women’s issues,  
social protection, social affairs, education, labour and  
employment.
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Pathways To Progress 

	j Norms and socially constructed gender roles 
need to be addressed at all levels of government. 
An integrated holistic approach that addresses 
gender equality across all policies will promote 
health, access to healthcare and labour market 
integration. 

	j More efforts should be made to support women in 
realising full participation in society, employment 
and decision-making. Improvements in tax laws, 
flexible working arrangements and family leave 
policies make part-time careers valid options for 
both women and men and promote an equal 
division of parenting responsibilities.

	j Data to assess gender equality should go beyond 
the gender employment gap to include indicators 
from the health parameters of the Gender 
Equality Index, and gendered-segregated data on 
(pension) poverty, children in formal childcare, and 
unpaid work. Specific efforts are needed to collect 
data on inequalities and the intersectionality of 
disadvantages faced by the LGBTI+ community. This 
information will facilitate targeted action through 
the European Pillar of Social Rights, its Action Plan, 
and the EU Gender Equality strategy to start with.

	j Health systems should better respond to the role 
of gender in the uptake of (un)healthy behaviour, 
exposure to risk factors, and access to and uptake 
of health and social services. This includes being 
sensitive to the specific needs of LGBTI+ persons, 
who more often report mental health issues and 
experiencing fear when accessing services.52 

	j Improving health systems’ capacity to protect 
women from violence requires increased 
investments in anti-violence strategies, better 
earmarking of financial resources to that end, 
and a more prominent role of health systems in 
the multisectoral response to violence against 
women.53

	j The 2021 EU Green Paper on Ageing should 
consider the role of gender and socioeconomic 
status in health outcomes, social wellbeing and 
financial independence in ageing populations.
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