SEX AND GENDER:
THE IMPACT ON
YOUR HEALTH
For far too long researchers and healthcare professionals ignored the fact that health is impacted by one’s sex
and gender. Today, it has become apparent that incorporating a sex and gender lens in health research in order to
inform healthcare practice is no longer an option, it is a necessity.
SEX
Physiological sex differences, like hormones, greatly impact how individuals respond to care and treatment. Some health conditions and
diseases are sex-specific (prostate cancer, for example occurs only in men) or more commonly experienced by one sex (breast cancer is
more common in women but can occur in men). The importance of accounting for sex during research is particularly important when
developing drug therapies, as our sex influences how our bodies absorb, metabolize and eliminate medications.
A U.S. Government Accountability study found that 80 per cent of drugs withdrawn from the market were due to side effects
experienced by women [1]. This was due to the fact that testing in labs was done entirely on male animals and cells while clinical trials
consisted mainly of men participants with an insufficient number of women included to allow for a separate analyses. The failure to
account for sex during research is costly for both the patient and the healthcare system.
GENDER
Similarly, our gender identities and their associated roles and responsibilities also shape our quality of health, behaviours and sometimes
even the care we receive.
In instances where females and males present with the same symptoms and conditions, they may be treated differently by healthcare
professionals. For example, a study on total joint arthroplasty, a common surgical procedure, demonstrated that men were more
likely to be provided with information and encouraged by their physicians to undergo the operation than women, even when they
demonstrated identical symptoms [2]. Physicians were also more likely to attribute female patients’ symptoms to emotional rather
physical symptoms and referred women less often for specialty care [2].
Sex and gender play an important role in affecting the patient’s health, their risk factors, how they experience healthcare and how
healthcare professionals provide care. Clearly both sex and gender need to be considered and appropriately incorporated into research.
WHEN SEX AND GENDER AREN’T CONSIDERED
• Women are seven times more likely to be misdiagnosed mid-heart attack and sent home from emergency
compared to men presenting with identical symptoms [3].
• Men’s dementia symptoms may be expressed and interpreted differently than women’s and as a result, men
may be underdiagnosed [4].
• Genes associated with depression show distinctly different patterns of expression in males and females but
show the same symptoms in both men and women [5].
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