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The gender dimension in research
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• What is the gender dimension
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• Sex and gender analysis in research and innovation

• Of content and context....



Why does it matter?
Dimensions Values/Goals

Ideology • (Health) Equity
• Remove health inequalities
• Social justice
• Fight discrimination
• Support fundamental rights

Outcomes • Health promotion for women and men 
• Better quality of life

Practice • Transdisciplinary teams  working on intersectional issues 

Empowerment • Support informed choice
• Offer tools for behavioural change
• Acceptance of people’s lifestyle choices

Economy • Achieve effectiveness
• Reduce costs through improvement of measures

Policy • Set reasonable goals for health based on differentiated 
analysis
• Maintenance of current state can be a target

Oertelt-Prigione, J Womens Health, 2017



Definitions and priorities

Every cell has a sex, every body has a gender

SABV – sex as a biological variable
The gender dimension



Why do we need the gender dimension?

H 2020: “…improve the scientific quality and societal relevance of the 
produced knowledge, technology and/or innovation”

IGH : „...improving the rigor, reproducibility and generalizability of 
science. It’s about excellence…“

NIH : “….enhance reproducibility through rigor and transparency and 
increase the knowledge base….“

• Reproducibility
• Excellence
• Societal value



Gene



About sex and gender in healthcare
Content and context

Content

Context
• Gender balance in 
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• Gender balance in 
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• Gender and sex 
analysis in 
research and 
innovation
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Gender balance in research teams



Gendered discrimination of researchers

She Figures, 2015



Leaky pipeline

Grogan KE, Nat Ecol Evol, 2019



It´s all the incompetent / emotional / lazy women...
„It does appear that on many, many different human attributes -- height, weight,
propensity for criminality, overall IQ, mathematical ability, scientific ability -- there
is relatively clear evidence that whatever the difference in means -- which can be
debated -- there is a difference in the standard deviation, and variability of a male
and a female population. ...“ Laurence Summers, 2005, then Dean of Harvard
University

“Let me tell you about my trouble with girls … three things happen when they are
in the lab … You fall in love with them, they fall in love with you and when you
criticise them, they cry.” Tim Hunt, 2015, Nobel Prize Winner for Physiology or
Medicine 2001

"The gender balance is indeed a problem. But that problem is caused by women.
We see many young women with potential, but when push comes to shove they
quit. That's not our (the men's) fault. Dutch women just don't want to work hard.“
Hans Clevers, 2018, Professor of Molecular Genetics



Ben Barres

“Ben Barres gave a great seminar
today, but then his work is much
better than his sister’s.”

Barres B, Nat, 2006



Gender balance in decision making



Gender and power - Sexual harassment

• Sexual harassment – "unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and
other verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature . . . when this conduct explicitly
or implicitly affects an individual's employment, unreasonably interferes with an 
individual's work performance, or creates an intimidating, hostile, or offensive work
environment” (US Equal Employment Opportunity COmmission)

• Gender discrimination - Any distinction, exclusion or restriction made on the basis
of sex which has the effect or purpose of impairing or nullifying the recognition, 
enjoyment or exercise by women, irrespective of their marital status, on the basis
of equality of men and women, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the
political, economic, social, cultural, civil or any other field. (UN Women)



The study of sexual harassment in academia -
The „Watch Protect Prevent“ project at Charité

Evaluation of industry
workplace policies

(focus on 
implementation)

Qualitative interviews
with employees

(focus on prevention)

Quantitative survey
with employees

(focus on prevalence)

Development and implementation of a specific
workplace policy for an academic hospital



Incidence of different forms of misconduct

Jenner S....Oertelt-Prigione S, JAMA Int Med, 2018



Perpetrator profiles an structural factors

• Colleagues are the most frequently reported perpetrators

• Women are significantly more harassed by superiors

• Of all analyzed structural factors, the only one sigificantly
correlated with harassment in women and men was working in 
an evnviroment with strong hierarchies

Jenner S....Oertelt-Prigione S, JAMA Int Med, 2018



Sexual harassment as the tip of the iceberg

• Sexual harassment – "unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and
other verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature . . . when this conduct explicitly
or implicitly affects an individual's employment, unreasonably interferes with an 
individual's work performance, or creates an intimidating, hostile, or offensive work
environment” (US Equal Employment Opportunity COmmission)

• Gender discrimination - Any distinction, exclusion or restriction made on the basis
of sex which has the effect or purpose of impairing or nullifying the recognition, 
enjoyment or exercise by women, irrespective of their marital status, on the basis
of equality of men and women, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the
political, economic, social, cultural, civil or any other field. (UN Women)
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Gender and sex analysis in research and 
innovation



Potential consequences



Consequences of ignoring sex differences I:
Reduced reproducibility

Sorge RE, Nat Methods, 2014

We found that exposure of mice and rats to male but not female

experimenters produces pain inhibition. Male-related stimuli induced a

robust physiological stress response that results in stress-induced

analgesia. This effect could be replicated with T-shirts worn by men,

bedding material from gonadally intact and unfamiliar male mammals, and

presentation of compounds secreted from the human axilla.

Experimenter sex can thus affect apparent baseline responses in behavioral

testing.



•Diagnosis in women with bladder cancer and haematuria is more likely delayed because
attribuited to cystitis

•Although women refer more symptoms of asthma, they are less likely diagnosed. In girls
wheezing is less common than in boys

•Men are diagnosed later with osteoporosis and autoimmune diseases, because these are
perceived as „female“ 

•If not diagnosed correctly, men with MS are more likely referred to an orthopedic
surgeon, women to a psychiatrist.

Consequences of ignoring sex/gender differences II:
Delayed diagnosis

Oertelt-Prigione S and Regitz-Zagrosek, „Sex and Gender Aspects in Clinical Medicine, Springer (London), 2012



Obias-Manno, J Women‘s Health, 2007

Consequences of ignoring sex differences III:
Mortality due to increase of unexpected side effects



Why representation and content?

Why are there three gender dimensions?



Influence of the researcher on the researched topic

Nielsen MW, Nature Hum Comm, 2017
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Thank you for your attention!

sabine.oertelt-prigione@radboudumc.nl
@smoertelt
Sabine Oertelt-Prigione

mailto:sabine.oertelt@radboudumc.nl

