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Over the last few years, the gender dimension in research 
content has received increased attention. One reason is that 
gender perspectives improve the quality of research and 
innovation. According to the European Commission and 
several national research funding institutions, the gender 
dimension should be included in research when relevant. 
However, what does the gender dimension mean? When is 
it relevant? 

In this booklet we address researchers and others in the 
research community who are curious about what the gender 
dimension entails. By presenting case studies from a variety 
of research fields, such as health and quality of life, food, 
agriculture and fisheries, energy, transport, environment 
and climate, and safe societies, we aim to inspire researchers 
and others who want to learn more about how to work with 
the gender dimension in research. 

What is the gender dimension in research? is published 
by Kilden genderresearch.no, an independent sub-unit of the 
Research Council of Norway. Kilden has a national responsi-
bility for promoting and disseminating gender research and 
research with gender perspectives. 
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Introduction
Over the last few years, the gender dimension in research content has 

received increased attention. The rationale is that integrating sex and 

gender analysis enhances the quality of research and innovation. In 

the European Research Area (ERA), gender mainstreaming in research 

is one of six key priorities. The European Commission and various 

national research-funding agencies and institutions encourage resear-

chers to include the gender dimension in their grant proposals – when 

relevant. However, what does the gender dimension actually mean? 

When is it relevant? 

This booklet addresses researchers and others within the research community 

who are wondering what the gender dimension entails. It deals with sex and gender 

analysis in research content, which is different from gender balance in research 

groups. By providing case studies as concrete illustrations of how sex and gender 

analysis has been applied within various interdisciplinary research areas, the aim of 

this booklet is to inspire researchers and others who want to learn more about how 

to include the gender dimension in research.  

Within the research community, the gender dimension has been integrated most 

widely in the social sciences and humanities, as well as within interdisciplinary research. 

However, we have chosen to concentrate on fields where the gender dimension seems 

less obvious. The selected areas of research are inspired by the societal challenges as 

identified by the European Commission and the UN Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs), and comply with the propositions for the next research programme, Horizon 
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Europe. The themes, each comprising a separate chapter of this booklet, are: Health 

and quality of life; Food, agriculture, fisheries and the bioeconomy; Energy; Transport; 

Environment and climate; and Safe societies. In each chapter we present case studies 

that illustrate how the gender dimension can be included in these research areas. The 

case studies are presented as excerpts with links to the full studies.  

In addition to case studies, we also provide a brief introduction to some key concepts 

concerning gender that may be useful for those who want to learn more about what 

the gender dimension in research involves. You will also find a checklist, or a guide, 

on how to include gender perspectives in your research projects.     

What is the gender dimension in research? is published by Kilden genderresearch.no. 

Kilden is a national knowledge centre for gender perspectives and gender balance in 

research and an independent sub-unit of the Research Council of Norway (RCN), the 

national funding agency for research activities and the chief advisory body for the 

Norwegian government authorities on research policy. Kilden’s aim is to disseminate, 

synthesize and promote knowledge from research on gender and gender-related issues. 

The booklet was written by Trine Rogg Korsvik, PhD, in collaboration with Linda Marie 

Rustad, Director of Kilden. 

Originally, this booklet was published in Norwegian and highlighted Nordic research. 

Korsvik has translated and edited this English version to make it more relevant to an 

international audience. We also recommend reviewing previous projects that give 

practical examples of how sex and gender analysis leads to innovation and excellence 

in research, such as the EU-funded  Gendered Innovations and Yellow Window. 

Did you know? 

When applying for EU grants, integrating the gender dimension in research and innovation is an 
added value in terms of excellence. 
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What is gender?
The distinction between sex and gender was established in the 1960s 

and 1970s to repudiate the historical practice of using biological sex 

differences between men and women to legitimate the subordination of 

women. One typical example is the assumption of women’s inability to 

think rationally due to their uterus, widely used in the 19th century as 

an argument to exclude women from intellectual and political activities.

Sex refers to biological, physiological and anatomical sex differences between 

females and males relating to chromosomes, genes, hormone levels, reproductive 

organs, brain structure, muscle mass, etc. Some people are born with variations of sex 

characteristics, also called intersex. Those who do not identify with the biological sex 

they are born with are referred to as transgender. 

Gender refers to socially and culturally constructed norms, values and expectations 

related to men or women, boys or girls. Gender also refers to attitudes and behaviours 

related to what is regarded as masculine or feminine. The notion of masculine or 

feminine, manly or womanly, is often unconscious, and the concept of gender varies 

over time and between cultures. For instance, while throughout history and in various 

cultures taking care of infants has been regarded as unmanly, the “caring father” has 

increasingly become an ideal and a norm in many societies, not least in the Nordic 

countries where welfare arrangements encourage fathers to take leave from work to 

care for their small children. Nevertheless, culturally constructed gender differences 

are often perceived as “natural”, such as the notion that girls are more caring than 

boys, or that it is “unnatural” for boys to wear a dress. 
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The distinction between sex and gender is not absolute. Scientists do not 

agree on the extent to which gender differences result from genes, brain structure 

and hormone level, from socialization, i.e. learning and experience, or from a 

combination of biology and socialization. Modern brain research demonstrates 

the flexibility of the brain and points out how the brain and the genes adapt to the 

surroundings. The causality from biology to behaviour is not unidirectional (Fox 

Keller 2010; Fine 2010).  

Translation of the concept of gender 

It is worth noting that many languages do not 
use separate terms for sex and gender. In a 
Scandinavian language such as Norwegian, the 
word kjønn may refer to both biological sex and 
social gender. In other languages, the English 
term gender was recently introduced as an 
academic concept, and this has been met with 
resistance and raised controversies across Europe 

(Kuhar and Paternotte 2017). Since this booklet 
is translated from Norwegian, where kjønn refers 
to both biological sex and social gender, we also 
use the term gender when referring to physio-
logical differences between women and men, a 
usage that has become common in contemporary 
English. (For more details about the sex/gender 
terms, see Gendered Innovations; Moi 1999.) 

interaction of biological sex differences and socio-cultural 
factors 

One example is the difference in women’s 
and men’s reactions to toxic chemicals. 
In general,  the female body is more 
vulnerable to toxic chemicals, especially 
in connection with reproductive cycles, 
pregnancy, lactation, and menopause. 
Add i t i ona l l y ,  tox i c  chemica l s  may  
be transmitted from mother to child 
during pregnancy and lactation. Females 
carry greater reserves of fatty tissue 
than males,  making them general ly  

more vulnerable to the impacts of fat-soluble 

chemicals. On the other hand, in many 
societies men may be at greater risk of 
exposure to toxic chemicals because they 
are exposed more often than women 
to such substances in their workplace.  
This case illustrates how gender diffe-
rences with regard to reactions to toxic 
chemicals are caused by a combination 
of biological sex differences and social 
factors related to the gendered division  
of work and occupational roles (UNDP 2007).  
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Gender can be conceptualized in different ways  

Gender may refer to a categorical distinction 
between men and women, boys and girls, i.e. 
that a person is either male or female. Other 
times, gender refers to the different distribution 
between women and men as groups, e.g. that 
men as a group on average have a higher income 
than women or that women as a group on average 
have a higher sickness absence rate than men. 
Gender also concerns cultural discourses about 
what is regarded as feminine or masculine 
(Nielsen 2017).

In daily life, as well as in research, it not 
uncommon that the different distribution 
between women and men as groups is 
coloured by cultural discourses of gender and 

conceptualized as categorical distinctions about 
what gender is. An illustrative example of how 
the various ways of conceptualizing gender 
differences are conflated is the gendering of 
professions. Professions such as nursing and 
engineering are frequently labelled as “feminine” 
and “masculine”, respectively, because a majority 
of the professionals belong to one of the sexes. 
This way of interpreting distributive sex diffe-
rences through the lens of common cultural 
gender discourses encourages the reproduction 
of stereotypes that ignore social and historical 
variations, as well as the substantial variations 
within the groups of women and men, and the 
overlap between them. 

Gender in research

Gender and sex play a role in research in multiple ways, even when their signifi-

cance is not readily apparent. 

Gender blind research does not take gender into account and assumes that the 

research is gender neutral or that potential differences between men and women 

are not relevant. 

Gender bias indicates that gender stereotypes are reproduced in research. This may 

be due to unconscious perceptions or prejudices about gender. Throughout history, an 

androcentric approach dominated academia, i.e. that men were presented as universal 

for humans, or of “man”, as the normative reference. The man as the norm is articulated 

through the assumption that what generally applies to men also applies to women 

or that women are perceived as peculiar or as deviant from men. 
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Research on cardiovascular disease illustrates the idea of the male body as the 

norm. Until the 1990s, it was customary to assume that men and women have the 

same symptoms of heart attack. The research presupposed that the male heart and 

the female heart are alike. However, the symptoms of heart attack in female and 

male patients often differ. Instead of the typical male symptoms of pain in the chest 

and left arm, women may suffer pain in the stomach or back, as well as light-hea-

dedness, nausea, extreme fatigue, dizziness or fainting. Frequently, physicians have 

interpreted such “nonspecific” symptoms as caused by psychological distress. Thus, 

due to under-diagnosis of heart attack in female patients, numerous women have 

died or received the wrong treatment (Bergstrøm 2015; The EUGenMed et al. 2016; 

Albrektsen et al. 2017).  

Other cases of gender bias in medical research apply to breast cancer and 

osteoporosis, which are generally regarded as female-specific diseases even though 

men also suffer from them. Almost one-third of patients with osteoporosis are 

male. Still, osteoporosis is viewed as a disease that mainly affects older women. 

Osteoporosis in older men is a neglected public health problem, and only a few 

men with increased risk of fracture obtain adequate treatment (Szulc, Kaufman 

and Orwoll 2012).

Gender/sex as a variable occurs frequently in research, without necessarily being 

subject to analysis. An illustration is the use of gender as a variable in a study about 

crime among immigrants in Norway. In the study, gender is consistently controlled 

for as a variable in the comparisons of the proportion of registered offenders among 

immigrants, Norwegians with two immigrant parents, and the rest of the population. 

The study emphasizes variations in criminality correlated with nationality, immigration 

background, type of crime and development over time, but does not discuss the finding 

that 83 percent of those charged are male (Andersen, Holtsmark and Mohn 2017). 

The fact that the main characteristic of people charged with a crime is not their 

ethnic background, but their gender, is not addressed. The lack of reflection over the 

meaning of gender may result from a general belief that men are more criminally 

inclined than women, even though the vast majority of men are not.

Gender as a variable does not guarantee that the gender dimension will be included 

in research. Still, sex or gender-aggregated data or gender-differentiated statistics are 

essential because they form the basis of further gender analysis.
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Gender research is a cross-disciplinary field that has developed mainly within the 

humanities and social sciences. Gender research is a distinct discipline as well as a 

perspective within other academic disciplines such as economics, philosophy, history 

and medicine, and within a variety of cross-disciplinary fields. Gender researchers 

generally use gender as their starting point for analysis. This does not indicate, however, 

that gender researchers seek to answer what gender “is” or what men and women “are”. 

Rather, they study how ideas about gender and gender relationships in society and 

culture are constructed, maintained and changed, and how such processes are related 

to power relations. Gender research also has a tradition of questioning, exploring and 

exposing gendered stereotypes and norms that govern understandings of gender – in 

the medical sciences, social sciences and humanities.  Another approach is to study 

how women and men, femininity and masculinity, have been interpreted historically, 

in literature and culturally – including in the natural sciences. 

Multiple research fields fall under the umbrella of gender research: women’s studies, 

men’s and masculinity studies, and queer and sexuality studies. In the Nordic countries 

there is also a strong tradition for gender equality research – that is, research on the 

distribution of power and gender balance within the family, at home, and in politics and 

business. Current gender research often relates to intersectional perspectives, that is, on 

how gender must be seen in conjunction with other markers of difference such as age, 

class, ethnicity, sexuality and functionality. (Read more at Kilden genderresearch.no.)

Gender dimension in research means that gender is part of the research design 

and systematically controlled for throughout the research process without necess-

arily being the main focus of analysis. Research that takes the gender dimension into 

account is found in most scientific disciplines. For instance, a legal research project 

may investigate how gender-neutral legal rules affect women and men differently. 

An example of this is the effect of retirement pension rules. In many countries the 

rules are universal and gender neutral, and pensions are based on previous income. In 

practice, however, this theoretically gender-neutral rule may have different outcomes 

for women and men. Women who have worked part-time or stayed at home to take care 

of children receive much lower pensions than men (and women) who have worked 

full-time. In legal research, the gender dimension involves exploring how gender 

relations influence the distribution of rights and duties, benefits and disadvantages, 

legal protection and punishment.
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In this booklet, we present numerous cases of research that include the 

gender dimension. It is important to keep in mind that this research does not 

necessarily focus on the differences between women and men. According to the 

European Commission, integrating the gender dimension involves questioning 

gender norms and stereotypes and investigating both genders’ needs, attitudes 

and behaviours. It enhances the societal relevance of the knowledge, technologies 

and innovations produced (European Commission 2014-2020).

Gender bias in the diagnosis of schizophrenia 

Men are diagnosed with schizophrenia far 
more often than women. Are men more often 
schizophrenic than women, or is the higher 
frequency of diagnosis among men the result of 
gender bias in psychiatrists’ interpretation of a 
schizophrenia diagnosis? An experimental study 
investigated psychiatrists’ diagnostic practice 
based on a case description. The psychiatrists 
did not know that half of them were shown a 
case vignette describing a male patient, while 

the other half were presented with a female 
patient. Apart from the patient being described 
as “he” or “she”, the stories were identical. When 
the case vignette involved a male patient, the 
schizophrenia diagnosis was given significantly 
more often than when the same description 
involved a woman. Thus, the gender difference in 
diagnosis was based solely on the psychiatrists’ 
interpretation of an identical patient history  
(Høye 2012).

What is the gender dimension in psychology?
By Ole Jacob Madsen, Associate Professor, Department of Psychology, University of Oslo, 
Norway

Psychological knowledge is never neutral,  
but always subject to valuation. This applies  
to what is being researched, how it is 
researched, how the results are being used, 
and the effects of psychological research. 
Gender is an important category that 
affects the production of psychological 
knowledge in different ways. Currently, 
I am interested in public concern for 
young people under stress and pressure. 
One might think that the term stress  

is neutral. However, in recent years several 
critical studies have appeared, showing that not 
just the phenomenon, but also the concept 
of stress, affects women in particular. For 
instance, the US feminist psychotherapist 
Dana Becker demonstrates how the concept 
of stress during liberal individualism does a 
piece of effective ideological work. It invites 
the individual to adapt to, rather than change, 
the social life conditions which cause the 
stress. (Read more [in Norwegian].)
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Case studies of the gender 
dimension in research 

The following chapters present case studies from a variety of research fields, 

illustrating the concrete use of the gender dimension in research. The chapters are 

as follows: Health and quality of life; Food, agriculture, fisheries and the bioeconomy; 

Energy; Transport; Environment and climate; and Safe societies. The topics of each 

chapter are partly based on the societal challenges that the European Commission has 

defined as research priorities, partly on the basis of the UN Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs). The 17 goals are the blueprint for achieving a better and more sustai-

nable future for all. The goals are connected to each other and aim to end all forms of 

poverty, fight inequalities and tackle climate change by 2030. Goal number 5, “achieve 

gender equality and empower all women and girls”, cuts across all the SDGs because 

it is essential to achieving the other goals. As formulated by the UN, “gender equality 

is not only a fundamental human right, but a necessary foundation for a peaceful, 

prosperous and sustainable world”.

Research and innovation are important tools for addressing the SDGs and global 

challenges. When reviewing the literature to find illustrative cases of research that 

included the gender dimension in the selected fields, we encountered some challenges. 

While there were many cases to choose from within the social sciences and health 

research, it was more challenging to find examples of research that incorporated 

the gender dimension into areas such as food production, energy, transport, climate 

and environment, and safe societies. At the same time, we noticed that researchers 

in these fields have recently started to pay attention to gender. Thus, in some cases 

we present research projects that have just been launched, but the results are not yet 

available. In each chapter we propose some relevant research questions in the specific 

fields. Hopefully, these research questions will inspire reflection on how the gender 

dimension can enhance the research, also in other fields.

To ensure the professional quality of the case studies presented, we have been 

assisted by researchers with expertise in the various research fields (see the list of 

contributors at the end of this booklet). 
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Health and well-being

Ensuring healthy lives and promoting the well-being of all people at all ages 

constitutes the UN’s 3rd Sustainable Development Goal. The European Commission 

emphasizes research that improves our understanding of the causes and mecha-

nisms underlying health, healthy aging and disease, as well as the ability to prevent, 

detect, treat and manage disease. In particular, attention is paid to research on how 

the aging population of Europe can remain active and independent for a longer 

time. The Research Council of Norway, on the other hand, calls for research that 

helps to reduce inequalities in health. Another aim is to promote research on the 

causes of physical and mental illness among children and youngsters and how to 

prevent such illness.

Health entails biology as well as social conditions. Thus, it is a field of knowledge 

in which both the sex and the gender dimensions are highly relevant.

The gender dimension in health research
Biological sex differences are of great importance to men’s and women’s health. 

The differences comprise more than the obvious sex-specific reproductive 

functions, body composition, etc. For instance, research has shown that women’s 

hearts and arteries are smaller than men’s and that the electrical system of the 

female heart is different. Women have a lower level of activity in the kidneys 

and liver than men, which affects metabolism and drug clearance. Although 

research has made progress, more knowledge is still needed about biological 

sex differences in health and how they relate to social gender differences 

(Winsnes Rødland 2018).

The gender dimension in health research may entail studying the health 

impacts of different life conditions among men and women, that is, to emphasize 

structural, social and cultural conditions. Social inequalities when it comes to 
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power relations, financial status and decision-making authority affect people’s 

health and their need for health care. The gender dimension in health research 

also involves studying variations within the two groups of women and men, and 

by including other markers of differences related to socio-cultural variables in the 

analysis. Another way to incorporate the gender dimension into health research 

is to critically examine the medical discipline’s knowledge paradigms. Possible 

research questions may be: 

• In which ways do beliefs and conceptions about sex and gender 

differences affect the diagnosis and treatment of women and men?

• Why are women’s symptoms often considered to be more diffuse 

than men’s symptoms?

• Why do certain medical specialties, such as neurosurgery and 

thoracic surgery, have higher prestige than others, e.g. geriatrics?

• To what extent are medical consultations characterized by 

gender-related power relations between physicians and patients?

Gender equality and quality of life 
By Øystein Gullvåg Holter, Professor, Centre for Gender Research, University of Oslo, 
Norway

The gender dimension is important in research 
on health and well-being. My research shows 
that gender equality is linked to several positive 
features. In gender-equal families, there is less 
violence against women and children, and men’s 
well-being is positively affected as well. For 
example, fathers who took parental leave after 
childbirth report that they have better contact 
with their child later on. In addition, mothers in 
gender-equal relationships report that they are 
more content and satisfied than those who are 
in less equal relationships (Holter, Svare and 
Egeland 2009; Holter 2014). 

The research project “Gender Equality 

and Quality of Life. A Norwegian Perspective” 
demonstrates that being exposed to violence 
and conflicts in childhood has clear negative 
health effects later in life. Moreover, an absence 
of equality between parents increases the risk of 
violence against children. An interesting finding 
is that gender equality is an independent variable 
that works across other factors, such as income 
levels.  A specific focus on gender equality, not 
just gender, is needed for successful research. 

Our studies have served as the starting 
point for international research. The fact that 
there is a connection between gender equality 
and better quality of life has been confirmed by 
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investigations in very different countries such as 
Bosnia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Egypt, Mexico, Palestine, and Poland (IMAGES 
2011; Warat et al., 2016). We also find large 
variation within each country, between different 
households, different work organizations, etc. 

Studying health and quality through the lens 
of gender and gender equality provides new 
and important knowledge. Gender affects the 
personal relations that are closely connected to 
well-being. Still, this is little explored – there is 
a lot to discover.

Medicine and masculinity 

The gender dimension in medicine also implies 
studying men in terms of gender. Why do men, 
on average, die earlier than women? Why do 
more men than women engage in risk behaviour, 
such as reckless driving, heavy drinking, and 
fighting? To answer these questions, it is not  
sufficient just to compare differences between 
men and women. Not all men get into a  
fight while drunk, and women drive recklessly 
as well. There are significant differences 
between men. Research on masculinities  

has pointed out that risk behaviour is most 
prevalent among unemployed young men 
with a working-class background. R.W. Connell 
(1995) has suggested that these unemployed 
young men demonstrate masculinity through 
risk behaviour, reckless driving, drinking and 
fighting to compensate for the lack of a physi-
cally demanding job. Instead of focusing on 
gender only, Connell’s analysis takes into 
account the interaction of gender, culture, 
class and status (Connell 1995).

Medically unexplained physical symptoms 

Women are significantly more likely than men 
to be diagnosed with medically unexplained 
physical symptoms (MUPS). Why are the 
symptoms of female patients more seldom 
diagnosed? Why do physicians more often 
assume that women’s ailments are the result 
of a mental condition?

To improve the consultation of patients 
with unexplained symptoms, Kirsti Malterud, a 
professor of general medicine, has developed 
methods for creating more equal dialogue 
between physicians and patients. The goal 

of these internationally recognized methods 
is to improve physicians’ understanding of 
the patients’ health problems by utilizing the 
patients’ own resources, experiences and 
knowledge about their own bodies. Many people 
have their own experiences of what is helpful for 
them. Instead of just concentrating on diseases 
in human beings, physicians must also see the 
strength of the patients, according to Malterud. 
These methods improve the dialogue between 
physicians and patients and make the diagnosis 
more accurate (Dietrichson 2017 [in Norwegian]).
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Did you know?
In sports, the work for gender equality has decreased the focus on 
health problems specific to women.

Historically, women were excluded from sports. 
Since then, outstanding pioneers have made 
great efforts to enable women and men to 
participate in sports on equal terms. However, 
in the struggle for equal opportunities, certain 
female-specific problems have been downplayed, 
according to Kari Bø, a professor at the Norwegian 
School of Sport Sciences (NIH). She is a specialist 
in exercise science and pelvic floor disorders, and 
conducts research on health challenges specific 

to women when participating in physical activity 
and exercise. Many women suffer pelvic floor 
dysfunction, which implies that they cannot 
be as physically active as they want to. A new 
research area is diastasis recti abdominis, that is, 
the split of the two straight abdominal muscles 
in connection with pregnancy. This is a problem 
affecting many women, though the resear-
ch-based knowledge about it is still limited. 
(Read more [in Norwegian].) 

Stress and gender
By Marco Hirnstein, Researcher, Research Lab for Stimulation of the Brain, Department of 
Biological and Medical Psychology, University of Bergen, Norway

Nowadays, “stress” is such an omnipresent word 
that it is hard to imagine it was not described 
as a scientific phenomenon until the mid-20th 
century. And only a few decades ago, we disco-
vered that gender plays an important role in how 
humans are affected by stress.

Women’s and men’s reactions to stress 
are quite similar: A bit of stress builds up our 
mental and physical resistance; too much stress 
over longer time periods, however, makes both 
women and men sick. Symptoms may include 
muscle pains, headache, nausea, sleeping 
problems, heartburn, fatigue, concentration 
problems, as well as recurring infections, high 
blood pressure, cardiovascular disease, and a 
generally impaired immune system. 

Men and women have the same funda-
mental stress system, but the responses to 
stress may vary to a certain degree. For example, 
in socially stressful situations, people often 

display the “fight-or-flight” response. However, 
the “fight-or-flight” response seems more 
widespread among men. Women are more likely 
to show a type of behaviour that evolutionary 
psychologists label “tend-and-befriend”, which 
involves taking care of others (e.g. children) 
and seeking contact and support, especially 
from other women. An example illustrating the 
difference between the two stress responses is a 
workplace situation with a colleague you detest; 
one that stresses you out. One reaction may be 
to attack that colleague directly or to simply quit 
work (“fight-or-flight”). Another reaction may be 
trying to be nice to the person that causes you 
stress or to seek support from other colleagues 
(“tend-and-befriend”).

It is important to underscore that the varia-
tions in stress reactions refer to average gender 
differences. Besides, vulnerability to stress 
varies across age and different stages of life. 

What is the gender dimension in research? 19

http://kjonnsforskning.no/nb/2017/11/hva-er-kjonnsperspektiver-i-idrettsforskning


For example, if a mother is exposed to stress 
during pregnancy and shortly after delivery, 
male infants are more affected than female 
ones. This may explain why boys are more 
likely than girls to develop neurodevelopmental 
disorders such as ADHD, autism, or Tourette’s 
syndrome. On the other hand, during puberty 
boys’ increased testosterone levels dampen their 
stress response. That may be the reason why 
more young women (as compared to young men) 
suffer from depression and anxiety disorders. 
When women reach menopause, declining levels 
of oestrogen and progesterone may lead to an 
even higher risk of depression, before the body 

has adapted. Conversely, a less active stress 
system in men may lead to a weaker immune 
system with higher risk of infection.

The gender differences in the stress 
response are the result of an interaction between 
sex hormones and the body’s stress apparatus. 
Different socialization of women and men also 
impacts which situations are experienced as 
stressful. Still, our knowledge about the relati-
onship between stress and gender is limited, as 
most studies investigating the neurobiological 
mechanisms of stress have neglected gender. 
For example, animal models are mostly based 
on male animals.

Expect more involvement from female family members  

Several studies have demonstrated how health 
professionals and other patient support service 
providers expect more involvement and respon-
sibility from female family members than from 
male family members, and, also, that female 

relatives expect more of themselves (Winsnes 
Rødland 2018 [in Norwegian]). A qualitative study 
of rehabilitation processes in Norway shows that 
the patient support service providers expected 
female relatives to take much more responsibility 
than male relatives for coordinating the rehabili-
tation, which often involves a large number of 
service providers. The female family members said 
that they had to take responsibility for this work 
because no one else did. The male family members, 
on the other hand, more firmly pointed out the 
responsibilities of the service providers (Breimo 
2014 [in Norwegian]). The study also shows that the 
service providers complimented the male relatives 
much more often such as: “He’s so clever!”, “He’s 
doing so much for his wife!”. Female relatives 

did not receive the same praise for their efforts 

because the service providers saw it as obvious. 
Quantitative surveys on elderly care in 

Norway confirm that there are gender diffe-
rences in the allocation of public care and care 
services (NOVA 2010-2013). A survey experiment 

among managers of long-term care in Norway 
indicates that elderly women receive 34 percent 
more formal care if they have sons than if they 
have daughters. Or, in other words, if an elderly 
woman with care needs has a son, she would 
on average receive 167 minutes (34 percent) 
more formal care per week than if she had 
a daughter. The researchers find the results 
alarming, since Norwegian care managers are 
explicitly instructed to distribute home services 
according to patients’ needs, not based on the 
gender of their family members (Jakobsson et 
al., 2016). The fact that this happens may erode 
people’s trust in universal welfare schemes. 
Gender discrimination in the allocation of services 
also challenges the image of Norway as one of 

the most gender-equal countries in the world.
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Reproductive health and migration
By Abdi Gele, Research Director at the Norwegian Centre for Migration and Minority Health 
(NAKMI), Norwegian Institute of Public Health

In my area of research, reproductive health 
and Somali women’s access to contraception 
and abortion, it is obviously not possible 
to avoid gender. Issues such as reducing 
unintended pregnancies, stopping HIV and 
improving maternal health are strongly shaped 
by gendered relations, norms and roles. So, 
specifically exploring women’s participation in 
decision-making about their sexual and repro-
ductive rights has paramount importance in 
research on those issues. 

The biological and sociological differences 
between men and women give rise to diffe-
rences in health needs and vulnerabilities. Good 
examples are how differences in power relations, 

economic activities, access to resources and the 
degree of decision-making authority influence 
health outcomes.  As a result, we find a number 
of gender-based differences in health needs and 
vulnerabilities, which I think explains why a gender 
perspective can be so crucial in health research.

A poor understanding of gender as a socio-
logical determinant, as opposed to biological 
gender, whether in an immigration context or 
in a home country locality, reduces the effecti-
veness of reproductive health services. I think 
a stronger research emphasis on sociological 
gender in reproductive health research can help 
to improve the ability of our health services to 
reduce inequities in this field. (Read more.)
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Food, agriculture and fisheries

Food, food security and bioproduction is a far-reaching field which includes 

the entire value chain from when the food is produced until it is eaten or wasted. 

The UN’s 2nd Sustainable Development Goal seeks to end hunger, ensure access by 

all people to a sufficient amount of safe, nutritious food, and increase the capacity for 

sustainable agricultural productivity. The European Commission calls for research 

that gives attention to the interfaces between the economic, environmental and social 

dimensions of food production. This includes research that aims to deliver diverse and 

healthy food from land and sea, increase resource efficiency and environmental perfor-

mance of food production, understand the impact of climate change on agriculture, 

resources and food quality, and identify opportunities to manage and adjust to the 

effects of climate change (European Commission 2018).

The concept of the bioeconomy entails a societal shift from an economy based 

on non-renewable resources to an economy based on sustainable utilization of 

renewable biological resources within agriculture, forestry, fisheries, aquaculture, 

biotechnology and industry (Ruralis 2018). Bioeconomy involves research and 

innovation, governments and consumers, as well as food producers such as farmers, 

fishers and workers in the processing industry. The field is cross-disciplinary and 

encompasses everything from seeds, water and soil, technology, land tenure and 

market relations, animal welfare and waste management, to hunger and overcon-

sumption, taste and identity. The management of the biological resources relates 

to law, economics and politics. 

The gender dimension in food research
Quite a lot of research on food, food production and consumption includes the gender 

dimension. In all societies there are systematic gender differences with regard to the 

consumption and production of food, in addition to the control and management of 

What is the gender dimension in research? 23

http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/data/ref/h2020/wp/2018-2020/main/h2020-wp1820-food_en.pdf
https://biosmart.no/about-biosmart/?lang=en


resources. Although there are great variations, a common feature of most societies 

is that women have the main responsibility for the preparation of food. At the same 

time, women and girls eat the least, especially in hard times (FAO 2013). 

Most research on food production that incorporates the gender dimension concen-

trates on the Global South. Often this research explores how inequalities in power 

relations between men and women regarding property rights to land, education, access 

to technical equipment, fertilizers and types of seeds determine the production, trade 

and consumption of food. Typically, this research is initiated by the UN with the aim 

of improving women farmers’ access to resources, thereby helping to end hunger (FAO 

2011 and 2014; Ragasa et al. 2014). In the Global North, gender-differentiated statistics 

about properties in fisheries, land ownership, type of crops being cultivated, etc. are 

available. Gender is also one of several variables in national diet and nutrition surveys. 

Gender-differentiated statistics may form the basis for further gender analysis of food 

production and consumption. Possible research questions may be: 

• What are the causes of the strong gender imbalance in the production 

and consumption of food? What are the impacts of the gendered division 

of labour within the bioeconomy, including in agriculture and fisheries, on 

local communities? What can be done to reduce the gender imbalance?

• What is the significance of gender in the transition process towards a 

sustainable bioeconomy? What can be done to make people reduce food 

waste and eat less meat?

Fisheries and gender  

There are numerous studies on fisheries and 
seafood production in the Global South that 
incorporate the gender dimension. The explicit 
goal of this research is to advance gender equality 
in fisheries and aquaculture because of its 
positive effects on local communities. The reason 
is that women invest their extra income in their 

families and local communities to a larger extent 
than men, thus contributing to development 
and reduced hunger. 

Fisheries and aquaculture are Norway’s 
second largest export industry and comprise 
the main business activity in many coastal 
communities. Through the Norwegian Agency 
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for Development Cooperation (NORAD), Norway 
is involved in supporting researchers working 
with women and gender equality policy within 
fisheries and aquaculture in the Global South. At 
home, however, the Norwegian government does 
not require that research in this area includes 
the gender dimension, even though less than 3 
percent of Norway’s full-time fishers are women 
(Torp 2017). 

A pioneer in the field of gender studies 
in relation to fisheries in Norway is Professor 
Siri Gerrard from UiT The Arctic University of 
Norway. Since the 1970s, Professor Gerrard has 
analysed the consequences of government 

policy on fisheries in small coastal communities 
in Northern Norway. She has found that the 
policies, especially since the 1990s, have favoured 
the major shipping companies engaged in trawl 
fishing, resulting in the outperformance of 
small-scale coastal fishers. These policies have 
made it even harder for women to get into 
professional fishing (Torp 2016; Lilleslåtten 
2018 [in Norwegian]). 

It is an open question for research whether 
a more gender-equal fishing, aquaculture and 
seafood industry in the Global North will lead 
to more sustainable management of marine 
resources. 

Farming and gender 

Globally, men own the most land, but there 
are considerable local variations. In the EU, 
approximately 20-30 percent of the land is 
owned by women, the same average as in the 
Global South. Local customs and regulations 
often prevent women from inheriting land (UN 
2012). However, even in countries with formal 
equal rights, the agricultural sector is gendered. 
On a global scale, there is a correlation between 
the degree of mechanization in agriculture and 
gender. The less mechanized agriculture is, 
the higher the proportion of female farmers. 
In the EU, as well as in countries of the Global 
South, women account for about 40 percent 
of the labour force in agriculture. However, 
there are large differences within the EU. In 
countries with highly mechanized agriculture, 
such as the Netherlands, Germany and the 
Nordic countries, the proportion of women in 
agriculture is much lower than in less mecha-
nized agriculture in eastern and southern Europe 
(European Commission 2012). In the EU there 

are certain gender differences in agricultural 
production. Women are often employed on 
farms that operate mixed animal husbandry, 
horticulture and olive cultivation, while men 
are overrepresented in the production of grain 
and cattle. In the EU, farms run by women are 
smaller on average than those run by men. 
Many women who work on family farms lack 
professional status and do not have their own 
income (European Parliament 2011).

In Norway, women and men have had an 
equal right to inherit farms since 1974. Still, only 
16 percent of the farmers are women (Ruralis 
2017). Why don’t more women use their right to 
own and run farms? On the one hand, women 
are reluctant to invest in farming because of 
structural factors such as insecure financial 
conditions, long work days and little spare 
time - working conditions that are difficult to 
combine with pregnancy, childbirth and toddler 
periods (NBS 2015). On the other hand, cultural 
barriers must be considered. Due to the historical 
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male dominance in farming, female farmers 
perceive that they are not taken seriously in 
agriculture. The family may reinforce gender 
stereotypes in farming and the discrimination 
of girls. The Norwegian agriculture researcher 
Reidun Heggem (2014) has shown that many 
parents in farming think that boys are born with 
a “tractor gene”, while girls are thought to have 
an innate interest in caring for animals. Thus, 
boys are considered the most fit to take over 

farms that require many hours on the tractor. 
Girls, on the other hand, are perceived as more 
suitable for farming focusing on tourism and 
“green care” for disadvantaged people. The 
prejudice that girls and women are not capable 
of driving tractors acts as a form of implicit 
discrimination which is related to unconscious 
traditional understandings of what is considered 
male or female, according to Heggem.

Did you know?  
Women living alone waste the most food. 

A study from Finland shows that women living 
alone waste more food than other groups. In 
households consisting of several people, more 
food is wasted when women buy the food 
than when men do the shopping (MTT 2010). 
One objective of the UN’s 12th Sustainable 
Development Goal, to “ensure sustainable 

consumption and production patterns”, is 
to “halve per capita global food waste at 
the retail and consumer level, and reduce 
food losses along production and supply 
chains by 2030”. To achieve this goal, there 
is a need for more research on the types of 
food being wasted.

What do you eat for dinner? 

Food is not just about nutrition, but also about 
culture and identity. What we eat serves as social 
and cultural markers between different groups. 
Nordic research on food and eating has long 
pointed out the different dietary habits of men 
and women (Ekström, Pipping and L’orange 
Fürst 2001). The main difference is that men 
eat more meat than women, also relatively 

when taking different energy needs into account. 
Gender differences in eating habits are 

about cultural – and sometimes stereo-
typical –perceptions of gender and food: A 
bloody steak is food for “real men” and 

salad is “feminine”. A Norwegian study of men 
and food from the early 2000s shows that many 
men are eager to distance themselves from 
women through their food consumption. They 
present their relationship to food as relaxed, that 
they eat a lot of food, quickly, to get satisfied, 
in contrast to women who are obsessed with 
healthiness, dieting and self-control almost to 

the point of hysteria. Many men say that their 
wives are responsible for making healthy food 
for the family (Lindstad 2009). However, there 
are social differences between men: Blue collar 
workers say more often than white collar workers 
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that they eat only to get satisfied, that food is a 
necessary fuel just as diesel in the tank. White 
collar men, on the other hand, are generally 
more concerned with healthy food, taste and 
gourmet cooking.

The study confirms other findings from 
Norwegian dietary studies showing that educa-
tional level is significant for what a person eats 
(Norwegian Directorate of Health 2012). 
People with a higher education are more likely 
to follow the advice of health authorities to eat 
more vegetables and less meat. In Norway, less 

than half the population eats vegetables on a 
daily basis, and single men with little education 
eat the fewest vegetables. These findings are 
likely not applicable in all other countries, but 
they highlight the importance of research-based 
knowledge on social differences in eating habits 
when the aim is to make people change their diet 
for reasons of personal health and environmental 
sustainability. Public campaigns must be designed 
in a way that not only communicates with the 
educated middle class, but that also appeals to 
men with less education (Skuland 2015). 
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Energy

Ensuring universal access to affordable, reliable and modern energy  

services and to substantially increase the share of renewable energy constitute 

the UN’s 7th Sustainable Development Goal. Around 1 billion people in the 

world have no access to electricity, while at the same time there is a significant 

overconsumption in industrialized countries. The European Commission and 

national research financing institutions prioritize research that, on the one 

hand, contributes to electrification in areas where this is lacking, and, on the 

other hand, helps to reduce energy consumption by developing low-emission 

energy systems.

The gender dimension in energy research
 Energy implies social aspects such as access to energy resources, energy needs 

and energy consumption, as well as conditions of production and decision-making. 

The social character of the energy sector makes the gender dimension relevant 

in energy research. Nevertheless, so far the gender dimension has been most 

common in energy research in the Global South. In this research, the aim is to 

improve the energy systems so that both women and men can make use of them. 

For example, studies have investigated how women’s participation in energy 

production can help to empower women in local communities (UN WOMEN & 

UNEP 2015).

With regard to energy research with empirical evidence from the Global North, European 

researchers have studied the gender dimension in areas such as energy consumption in 

households, energy saving and decision-making in the production of energy (Clancy and 

Roehr 2003; Schultz and Stiess 2009; Räty and Carlsson-Kanyama 2010; Anfinsen 

and Heidenreich 2017). Energy research that takes the gender dimension into account 

has a great potential for further development and may include questions such as:
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• In which ways is energy consumption gendered? Can energy 

saving programmes have different effects for women and men? 

How does gender interact with other features such as age, 

employment, income level, family relationship and geograp-

hical location?

• Does the underrepresentation of women in the energy sector, 

in terms of both production and decision-making, have any 

impact on the transition to more sustainable energy systems?

Wealthy men and women consume the most energy  

A study of energy use in single households 
in Germany, Greece, Norway and Sweden 
shows that in all countries men’s total energy 
consumption is higher than women’s (Räty and 
Carlsson-Kanyama 2010). Although women use 
more energy than men on cooking, hygiene and 
household items, men use far more energy on 
travelling, eating in restaurants, alcohol and 
tobacco. The gender differences are largely 
due to the average single man spending more 
money on cars, vehicles and fuel than the 
average single woman. (See also the chapter 
on Transport).

The study also shows that when the data 
are corrected for income, the gender diffe-
rence almost disappears. The case of Germany 

illustrates this finding: In total, single men 
consume on average 37 percent more energy 
than single women every year. However, in the 
highest income category, single men consume 
only 2 percent more energy than single women, 
and in the lowest income category, the gender 
difference is even smaller, only 1 percent. Within 
the category of men, the highest income group 
consumes 144 percent more energy than men 
from the lowest income group (Räty and 
Carlsson-Kanyama 2009). This case illustrates 
the importance of analysing gender in the context 
of other factors, such as income. The gender 
differences in energy consumption among singles 
are largely due to men having a higher income 
on average than women. 

Energy saving is not gender neutral 

Households account for about a quarter of the 
total energy consumption in Europe. Thus, 
households are distinct targets for energy 
efficiency. Studies from different European 

countries show that more women than men 
are willing to change their habits to save energy 
by, for example, driving less, eating less meat 
and saving electricity by lowering the indoor 
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temperature or washing clothes at lower tempe-
ratures (Carlsson-Kanyama and Räty 2008 
[in Swedish]).

A study from Sweden investigated the 
impacts of energy saving programmes on the 
allocation of domestic tasks. The researchers 
found that the measures lead to an increased 
workload for women, e.g. in connection with 

laundry. In addition, women were more negatively 
affected by lower indoor temperatures than 
men. Hence, to avoid increasing the workload 
for women and decreasing their quality of life, 
the researchers concluded that energy saving 
programmes must take the gender dimension 
into account (Carlsson-Kanyama and Lindén 
2007).

Energy poverty 

A common method of reducing energy 
consumption is through increased electricity 
prices, which obviously has unfortunate 
consequences for people with low incomes. 
In the EU, it is estimated that more than 50 
million households experience energy poverty 
(European Commission 2018). Energy poor 
households have a lack of satisfactory heat, 
cooling, lighting and energy to power appliances, 
which negatively affects people’s health and 
well-being. Consequences of energy poverty 
are respiratory and cardiac illnesses, and even 
death, as well as mental health problems due 
to low temperatures and stress associated with 
unaffordable energy bills.  

Several European studies of gender and 
energy poverty show that single women with 
low incomes – typically single mothers and 
retired older women with minimum pensions 
– are particularly vulnerable to energy poverty 
(European Parliament 2017, Pijuan 2017 [in 
Spanish]). In addition to economic factors related 
to low income, women’s overrepresentation 
among the energy poor also has a biological or 
physiological component. Age influences how 
people deal with heat and cold stress, with 
young children and older people being particularly 
vulnerable. Women live longer than men, often 
as widows, and are generally more sensitive to 
ambient temperature than men.

Electricity saves lives 

Lack of electricity has severe health consequ-
ences, not least for women and girls in the Global 
South. Fossil fuels such as oil lamps pollute the 
indoor air and increase the risk of fire. In many 
countries women and girls spend hours each day 
carrying water and firewood, which causes back 
injuries, pregnancy complications and increased 

maternal mortality. For girls, spending hours each 
day collecting water and wood prevents them 
from going to school. Also, during long walks 
to get water, particularly when they must walk 
alone before or after daylight hours, girls and 
women are vulnerable to rape and violent attacks.

A study on how electrification affects gender 
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relations in rural areas in India and Afghanistan 
finds that electricity improves the living condi-
tions of households but does not necessarily 
empower women. On the contrary, electrification 
can reinforce women’s roles as care workers 
attached to the home. However, when women 
have been recruited for training in solar cell 
technology, their participation in and influence 

on decision-making in the home and the local 
community have increased. The study concludes 
that ambitious energy politics and practices are 
important for promoting gender equality. Such 
politics, however, must address power structures 
and include women, not only as consumers but 
also as producers (Standal and Winther 2016; 
Torp 2016).

Male bias in energy production 

Energy production is characterized by male 
dominance in the workforce, in research and 
in decision-making. In the petroleum and gas 
industry in Norway, for instance, 81 percent 
of the top managers are men (CORE 2018). 
The consequences of the gender imbalance 
in energy production are uncertain, but since 
studies in other business sectors have found 
that diversity enhances innovation and creativity, 
researchers have suggested that environmental 
policies would benefit if women became more 
involved in energy production. The transition to 
sustainable renewable energy systems may be an 
opportunity to facilitate a greater involvement of 

women (Pearl-Martinez and Stephens 2016). 
However, increasing the number of women 

in energy production does not necessarily change 
the policies, as illustrated by a study of creativity 
and implementation of new ideas in a large 
Norwegian energy corporation. In the study, the 
researchers found that the female employees’ 
ideas were not implemented to the same degree 
as the ideas of male employees. Thus, the 
researchers argue that gender equality is not 
just about increasing the number of women in 
the workforce, but that more attention should be 
paid to women’s innovations in male-dominated 
corporations (Foss, Woll and Moilanen 2013).
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Transport 

Transport accounts for around 20 percent of the world’s total energy 

consumption and is among the sectors that contributes the most to greenhouse 

gas emissions. The EU and the US are responsible for about half of the world’s 

total consumption of transport-related energy (Oldrup and Breengaard 2009). 

To achieve the UN’s 11th Sustainable Development Goal, to make cities and 

communities “inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable”, there is a need for inter-

disciplinary research on how to develop more resource-efficient, climate and 

environmentally friendly, safe and seamless transport systems for the benefit 

of all citizens (European Commission 2018-2020). Cars cause a large amount of 

greenhouse gas emissions; hence, it is a goal to reduce the individual use of cars 

by improving collective transport systems and facilitating cycling and walking.

Transport has to do with the organization of everyday life. Different transport 

practices and mobility patterns are linked to factors such as socio-economic and 

geographical conditions, as well as to technology and infrastructure. Transport 

practices are also influenced by cultural and ideological perceptions related to 

consumption and status, as well as by living standards, levels of affluence and 

wealth, lifestyles, tastes and habits of individuals (Anfinsen and Heidenreich 

2017). The interaction between structural, cultural and social factors in terms of 

mobility patterns suggests that the gender dimension is relevant in transport 

research.

the gender dimension in transport research
There are numerous studies from different countries in the Global North showing 

that men and women – on average – have different transport patterns: Men 

generally drive cars more often than women, and they take longer trips. Men drive 

their own cars more often, while women are more likely to be passengers. Women 
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habitually travel more collectively and walk more than men do. While a typical 

ride for men is between home and the workplace, women often drive to multiple 

destinations, such as home – kindergarten – workplace – kindergarten – grocery 

store – home. Women more often transport children for leisure activities in the 

neighbourhoods. There are also gender differences in attitudes towards transport, 

where women tend to be more critical of car use for the sake of the environment 

(Polk 2003; Polk 2004; Hjorthol and Kjørstad 2006 [in Norwegian]; Transgen 2007; 

Jakobsson Bergstad et al. 2009 [in Swedish]; Hanson 2010; Miralles-Guasch et 

al. 2016; Simićević et al. 2016). 

Gender differences in transport patterns result from structural and cultural 

factors. On average, men have higher incomes than women, and thus have greater 

opportunities to buy and drive cars. Women usually take greater responsibility 

for the day-to-day organization of family life and more often work part-time at 

workplaces closer to home. Culturally and symbolically, the car is masculine-coded: 

Control over technology and fascination for motors and speed are culturally linked 

to masculinity. On the other hand, the cultural notion of femininity towards cars 

relates to safety and user-friendliness.

The present research findings about gendered transport patterns can form 

the basis for further questions, such as:

• How can research contribute to the development of effective and 

environmentally sustainable transport systems that are adapted 

to all population groups? How does gender interact with other 

variables such as age, place of residence, employment and income 

level? Which means are most effective for decreasing the use of 

cars without punishing low-income groups and people living in 

rural areas?

• To what extent do transport policies have different effects on 

women and men? What significance does the strong underrepre-

sentation of women in the sector’s decision-making bodies have for 

the planning and implementation of sustainable transport systems?
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Short commuting distance provides more full-time employment for 
women 

In a study using data from the Norwegian Travel 
Survey, the researchers found a correlation 
between weekly working hours and commuting 
distance in families in which both parents are in 
paid work. While having small children does not 
lead to a reduction in men’s working hours or 
commuting distance, women adjust their labour 
market participation according to the family 
situation and where they live: Women with a 
short commuting distance tend to work full-time 
more often than women living in the periphery 
of cities (Hjorthol and Vågane 2014; Bergstrøm 
2014). The reason is that women assume more 
responsibility for household tasks and child-rearing 
than men, even when working full-time. When 
attempting to reconcile work and family, partners 
negotiate weekly working hours, distance to their 
jobs, access to the family’s transport resources, 
responsibility for transporting children, shopping 
for groceries and other household tasks. 

The Norwegian study confirms international 
research showing that women adapt their labour 
market participation, both temporal and spatial, 

according to the family situation more often 
than men. Thus, women with a long commute 
are more likely to work part-time than women 
who live closer to their workplace. 

The researchers conclude that the “compact 
city”, which offers the potential of shorter 
distances between services and workplaces than 
outlying urban areas, gives women better oppor-
tunities for longer working hours. However, it is 
worth noting that the study shows that women 
without small children did not find it necessary to 
have a shorter commute to work. Also, in couples 
where both worked full-time, the partners shared 
the responsibility of delivering and picking up 
the children more equally, whereas this was the 
woman’s responsibility in couples where the 
man worked full-time and the woman worked 
part-time. Hence, it is necessary to nuance the 
category of women: It is, above all, mothers of 
small children and women in less equal couples 

who are more dependent on living in a “compact 
city” with a short commuting distance if they 
want to work full-time. 

Masculine car culture?  

Does the traffic environment represent a sort 
of battlefield where male drivers use violence 
and aggression to claim and demand their right 
to space in traffic at the expense of cyclists, 
pedestrians and their own safety? Such goes the 
argument by bicycle researcher Dag Balkmar. He 
points out that more men than women expose 
other road users to danger. Historically, the car 

is masculine-coded, and sometimes masculinity 
is expressed through aggressive performance 
in traffic and risky driving. In the hierarchy of 
traffic, the car is the king of the road, a position 
which is maintained by motorists. Politicians 
are reluctant to challenge the position of the 
car because motorists’ right to traffic space 
is commonly seen as indisputable. According 
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to Balkmar, it is difficult to get people to drive 
less and cycle more when cycling is viewed as 
unsafe. Public awareness campaigns to promote 

environmentally sustainable cycling are not 
sufficient as long as cycling is so risky (Balkmar 
2014 [in Swedish]).

Conflict between gender equality and environmental protection? 

Driving a fast car offers a form of freedom 
that men enjoy more than women. Women’s 
lesser mobility than men can be regarded as 
an equality problem (Hanson 2010). However, 
from an environmental point of view, it is not 
desirable that women imitate men’s transport 
patterns by driving cars more often. Transport 
researchers have argued that it is women’s 
travel patterns, with more use of public 

transport and more walking, that should be 
the norm, i.e. that men adopt women’s travel 
patterns rather than the other way around 
(Polk 2009; Kronsell, Rosqvist and Hiselius 
2016). However, to get people to drive less, the 
infrastructure must be adjusted so that there 
are shorter distances between jobs, housing, 
day care centres and schools, and the price of 
public transportation is lower.

Differences between male and female cyclists? 

Research from different countries shows that 
there are differences between men’s and 
women’s cycling habits, but that these gender 
differences vary widely between countries. In 
cyclist-friendly countries such as Denmark, the 
Netherlands and Germany there are no significant 
gender differences, whereas in countries such 
as Australia, the UK and the US, far more men 
than women use a bicycle (Pucher and Buehler 
2008). In Norway, men generally cycle more 
than women and are overrepresented among 
the workout cyclists. Women usually ride shorter 
distances and use bicycles for different purposes 
than men (Øistad 2015).

There are various explanations for why there 
are gender differences in cycling patterns. One 
is that topographical conditions, such as steep 
hills, are a bigger obstacle for women because 

they have less muscle mass than men. Another 
explanation is that there are gender differences 
in risk perception. Men take greater risks in 
traffic, and poorly adapted bike paths make it 
less inviting for women to ride. A survey from 
Oslo, Norway, confirmed that more women 
than men do not cycle because they think it is 
too dangerous. Measures such as higher traffic 
safety and less car traffic were more important 
for women than men, whereas more men than 
women said they cycle regardless of the condition 
of the bike paths. However, more women said 
that they would cycle more if they had a better 
bike (Oslo municipality 2016 [in Norwegian]).  

Another survey of cyclists in the Oslo area 
shows that there are minor gender differences 
in risk perceptions among those who actually 
cycle (Tretvik 2015 [in Norwegian]). When asked 
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about how safe or unsafe they felt when cycling 
in different parts of the city, 12.2 percent of men 
and 14.1 percent of women responded that they 
had felt unsafe in traffic. Far more important 
than gender was the age of the cyclists and the 

location where the cycling took place. Elderly 
cyclists generally felt much more unsafe than 
the younger ones, and, as expected, cyclists 
perceived a greater lack of safety in areas with 
a lot of traffic and poorly developed bike paths. 
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Environment and climate 

The UN’s 13th Sustainable Development Goal is to “take urgent action to combat 

climate change and its impacts”. Other SDGs address the conservation of natural 

diversity and ecosystems on land and in water and the sustainable use of the global 

natural resources. In order to meet these goals, the European Commission calls for 

research that aims to achieve a resource efficient and climate-change resilient economy 

and society (European Commission 2018-2020). More research and innovation are 

needed to achieve the conversion to climate-friendly, low-emission communities. This 

includes developing new technologies that reduce climate emissions, but there is also 

a need for more comprehensive, interdisciplinary climate research on how different 

areas of society can reduce emissions and adapt to climate change. Such an approach 

to environment research emphasizes the connection between nature, ecosystem 

services (i.e. the various benefits people obtain from the natural environment), land 

use, pollutants, and human health and well-being. The interdisciplinary, compre-

hensive approach to climate and environmental research indicates that the gender 

dimension is relevant.

The gender dimension in climate and environmental 
research
Like much of the research on energy and food production, the gender dimension in 

climate and environmental research has tended to concentrate on women in the 

Global South because women are particularly vulnerable to climate change (UN 

Women 2015). In many communities, women and girls are responsible for collecting 

water, and during severe droughts and water shortages they must walk long distances, 

leaving them less time for other tasks such as schooling and exposing them to greater 

risk during the long walks (see also the chapter on Energy). During flood disasters, 

more women than men drown, either because they have not learned how to swim, 
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because they wear clothing that prevents them from swimming, or because they are 

afraid to leave their homes. 

Within the research area of gender, climate and environment, there are studies 

that explicitly aim to promote justice and more equitable societies. One example is 

participatory action research on how women in communities in the Global South who 

are affected by climate change can be involved in environmental work and thereby 

gain a stronger position in the local community (APWLD 2015). (See also the chapter 

on Safe societies.)

Currently, the gender dimension is included to a lesser extent in research on 

how communities in the Global North can adapt to climate change and become 

more resource-efficient through reductions in climate emissions, transition to 

low-emission houses, “green” economies and “green” jobs. Relevant questions 

may be:

• To what extent do measures to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 

affect men’s and women’s lives differently? How can researchers 

take gender differences concerning the allocation of tasks and 

responsibilities into consideration without contributing to the 

reinforcement of gender stereotypes? What are the social diffe-

rences within the groups of women and men regarding class, 

income, work situation, education, age, geographical location 

and opportunities for climate adaptation?

• How can measures to reduce greenhouse gas emissions enable 

collective solutions at the community level, rather than assign the 

main responsibility to individuals and their ability to change their 

personal consumption? How can we avoid low-income groups 

from being negatively affected by climate action measures? 

Research on environment and climate also addresses natural resource management 

and conservation of biodiversity. In the last few years, there have been several studies 

of natural resource management and participation in outdoor life through the lens 

of gender, and some of these cases are presented in this chapter.
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Green economy and green jobs 

The transition to a “green economy” involves a 
drastic reduction in pollution, greenhouse gas 
emissions and other environmental risks. At the 
same time, the goal is to enhance social equity 
and improve human well-being. As stated in the 
UNEP Green Economy Report: “In its simplest 
expression, a green economy can be thought of 
as one which is low carbon, resource efficient 
and socially inclusive” (UNEP 2011). 

Environment-friendly solutions, renewable 
energy, recycling, refining and purification of 
materials create new “green jobs”. According 
to the UN, green jobs are important for solving 
global problems related to the environment and 
climate change and for contributing to economic 
development, poverty eradication and social 
inclusion. Green jobs provide opportunities for 
decent work for all (ILO 2015). Decent work is 
defined by the UN as comprising a fair wage 

level, safe working conditions and opportunities 
for personal development and social inclusion. 
Moreover, decent work includes employees’ right 
to state their opinions, organize themselves and 
participate in decisions. An overall principle is 
that women and men must have equal opportu-
nities at work. This understanding of the green 
economy and green jobs signifies that social 
dimensions, such as gender, are imperative in 
research on the transition to green societies. 

The concept of “green jobs” creates associa-
tions to nature and environmental friendliness, but 
many of the green jobs are quite dirty. For example, 
green jobs include the cleaning of sewage and 
recycling of waste from the petroleum industry. 
Bearing the UN’s goals in mind, how can research 
and innovation help to achieve a green economy 
that includes social inclusion and equalization, 
justice and improved quality of life?

“Smart” energy technologies and “smart” men 

To achieve more sustainable energy 
consumption, there is extensive research on 
the development, testing and application of 
“smart” energy technologies. “Smart” energy 
technologies use ICT to gather information 
about consumers’ energy consumption so 
that they can customize their consumption 
according to the efficiency and economy of 
the power supply. 

Researchers from the Norwegian University 
of Science and Technology (NTNU) have inves-
tigated smart grid demonstration projects and 

how participation in such pilot projects affects 
life in the household (Skjølsvold, Jørgensen 
and Ryghaug 2017). The study shows that the 
self-recruited participants typically are males 
with an interest in technology. When the new 
technologies come into use, the man of the 
household first uses the new technology to 
learn more about energy consumption and to 
optimize the household resource use by, for 
example, replacing old household appliances. 
Then he tries to establish new rules for how, 
when and why electricity could be used, by e.g. 
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lowering the heat and limiting when others in 
the household can shower, do the laundry and 
cook. This sort of control over family members 
to save electricity often leads to conflicts.

The study shows that “smart” energy techn-
ologies can be alienating and exclusionary. They 
can also increase social inequalities because they 
are adapted to people with the competence and 
financial means to invest in such technology. 
Thus, pensioners with minimum retirement 

*This text is largely based on Karina Standal 2018: “Household solar systems and the green energy transition – does 
gender matter when households become prosumers?”, CICERO. Sources:  Karina Standal et al. 2018. Synthesis Report 
on the case study “From Consumer to Prosumer.” ENABLE.EU report.

benefits and others with low incomes have 
higher electricity bills than the ideal “smart” 
consumers. To achieve a drastic reduction in 
energy consumption, it is necessary to develop 
technologies that do not exclude large segments 
of the population. In the development of “smart” 
technologies, more research is needed that 
considers the variations in the population in 
terms of gender, age, income level and techn-
ology competence.

Household solar systems and gendered prosumers*  

The aim of the EU-funded project ENABLE 
is to understand how people in Europe can 
turn to more sustainable, low-carbon and 
environmentally friendly renewable energy 
consumption. People’s energy choices in 
areas such as transportation, electricity use, 
heating and cooling are governed by economic 
motives, as well as by social factors such as 
culture and gender. A part of the project is a 
case study on “prosumers” in Norway, Italy, 
Serbia, the UK and Ukraine. Prosumers are 
people who have invested in household solar 
power plants and sell the produced surplus. 
The study pays particular attention to social 
and cultural factors behind the decision to 
become prosumers, emphasizing gender 
relations. 

The motives for becoming prosumers 
varied across the five countries. In countries 
where feed-in tariffs have been put in place to 
make prosuming more attractive to residents, 
i.e. the UK, Italy and Ukraine, the prosumers 
were motivated by the financial as well as 

the environmental benefits of producing their 
own renewable energy. In a country such as 
Norway, where the costs of installing solar 
systems are generally high, the prosumers 
were mostly motivated by environmental 
and technical interest. In Serbia, investment 
in household solar systems were motivated 
primarily by a lack of connection to the central 
grid supply. 

Despite these differences, the study 
finds similar gendered patterns across all 
five countries: The men of the households 
were almost exclusively in charge of the 
process of becoming prosumers, and several 
women stated that household energy 
and solar technology were “his thing”. 
Only in three households were women in 
charge of the process, and these women 
all worked in the energy sector. In all five 
countries energy technology is perceived 
as a “male domain”. At the same time, 
women perform most of the energy-related 
domestic work. Laundry, in particular, was 
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almost exclusively women’s responsibility 
in all five countries.  

When developing energy policies, it 
is critical to conceptualize the gendered 
division of energy-related domestic work 
in a way that does not strengthen gender 
stereotypes. With solar systems, prosumers 
save money when they concentrate their 
energy consumption during the daytime. 
Combined with a traditional, gendered 
division of labour in which women do most 
of the energy-consuming domestic tasks, an 
unintended consequence may be to reinforce 
gender inequalities. 

The study on energy technology and 
prosumers illustrates how including the gender 
dimension shines a light on inequalities other 
than gender. All the interviewees owned their 
own homes and had a rather high social 
status because investment in technology that 
lowers household energy costs still requires 
financial means and knowledge. Thus, those 
who would truly benefit from lowering their 
energy costs, the energy poor, cannot afford 
investing in cost-effective, sustainable techn-
ologies and must deal with more expensive 
solutions (Standal 2018). (See also the chapter 
on Energy.)

Natural resource management and gender 

Decisions on natural resource management are 
important for communities and often give rise 
to conflict. Because there are many conflicting 
interests, it is important that the management 
of forests, mountains and wilderness has 

democratic legitimacy. In research on land 
use and management of natural resources in 
developing countries, the gender dimension 
is frequently applied because development 
organizations view women’s participation in 
natural resource management as important. 
For instance, the involvement of women 
in natural resource management is a key 
principle in Norwegian development policy in 
the Global South. Nevertheless, as noted by 
Hanne Svarstad, a professor of development 
studies: “In Norway, we point to the lack 
of gender equality within natural resource 
management in Africa, but there has been 
little willingness to do the same in our own 

country” (Lilleslåtten 2017). 
In a study on ensuring legitimacy in 

Norwegian natural resource management, Aase 
Kristine Lundberg found that the interests 
of hunters, fishers, landowners, the tourist 
industry, hikers and environmentalists are all 
represented. However, these groups are by 

and large represented by men, and men take 
the decisions. According to Lundberg, natural 
resource management in Norway is controlled by 
Norwegian men above the age of 50 (Lundberg 
2017). 

The impact of male dominance in natural 
resource management in the Global North has 
received little attention by researchers. Few 
gender researchers study the use of nature, and 
few scholars in natural resource management 
incorporate gender perspectives in their research. 
More research is needed on whether other 
interests or other voices are not heard or not 
considered as relevant because they are not 
represented in the forums where the decisions 

on the use and protection of natural resources 
are taken.  
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Everyday outdoor recreation and gender
 
By Margrete Skår, Senior Researcher, Department of Man-Nature Relationship, Norwegian 
Institute for Nature Research (NINA) 

A general observation about outdoor recre-
ation in Norway is that it involves activities 
such as fishing, cross-country skiing, hunting 
and mountain walking – activities “out in the 
wilderness” and far away from home. This 
understanding of outdoor recreation has also 
defined Statistics Norway’s longstanding surveys 
on people’s outdoor activities. These statistics 
show a gendered pattern of outdoor recreation: 
Men are overrepresented in activities such as 
hunting, fishing and long walks in the wilderness, 
whereas women are overrepresented in activities 
such as berry picking and shorter walks in the 
woods and fields.

I consider it essential to expand the 
concept of outdoor recreation to include 
everyday outdoor recreational activities such 
as walking, which often take place partly in 
nature and partly in developed environments 
in neighbourhoods. By focusing on outdoor 
recreation in neighbourhoods, the research 
needs to include people’s experiences of 
nature in the context of their daily lives and 
the socio-cultural conditions shaping them. 
Qualitative research on outdoor recreation 

in neighbourhoods shows some gendered 
patterns, but this is a field of research where 
knowledge is lacking. The men we have inter-
viewed emphasize the importance of having 
a goal for their walking, such as exercising, 
fishing or hunting, and many of them say 
that they would find it quite strange to ask a 
male friend to go for a walk. In contrast, many 
women say that their daily walk – often with 
female friends – is very important to their 
health and well-being. However, the walks may 
be difficult to prioritize in a busy everyday life. 

Increasing the population’s daily walking is 
a way to promote public health and reduce air 
pollution. Thus, insights from studies that include 
people’s various needs and gains related to 
everyday walking are useful to policy-makers and 
administrative bodies within the field of health 
policy, as well as in urban planning for walkable 
cities. As men and women have somewhat 
differing outdoor recreation patterns, it is vital 
to include the gender dimension in research 
and innovation that aims to develop tailored 
measures for promoting more daily walking 
(Rybråten, Skår and Nordh 2017).
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Safe societies

Safeguarding societies against natural and human-made disasters 

is a relatively new field of study that since the turn of the millennium has 

received increasing political priority internationally.*** The field deals with the 

prevention, mitigation and management of risks, threats and crises. Enhancing 

the resilience of society requires more research on how to be prepared to deal 

with the unexpected, whether it is intentional acts such as terrorism and crime, 

or accidents and natural disasters. There is a need for research on how society 

can identify, understand and prevent risks and threats, and how crises can be 

dealt with after they have occurred. 

Societal safety constitutes a cross-disciplinary field of research that involves 

various academic disciplines, including social sciences, humanities, health sciences 

and technology. Examples of research on societal safety range from mapping the 

consequences of hacking attacks in the energy sector and technical solutions related 

to tunnel safety, via the prevention of extremism and terrorism, human trafficking 

and sexual violence, to the coordination of international humanitarian operations 

and peace-building mediations (European Commission 2018-2020). Research and 

innovation activities to protect citizens and societies, including infrastructure, services 

and political stability, resonate with the UN’s 16th Sustainable Development Goal to 

promote peace, justice and strong institutions. 

The gender dimension in research on societal safety
According to the EU Commission, the gender dimension is relevant in research on 

societal safety. Despite increasing awareness of how risk, safety and vulnerability may 

*The introduction to this chapter was written in collaboration with Kristin Sørung Scharffscher, Department of Safety, 
Economics and Planning, University of Stavanger and Torunn L. Tryggestad, Centre on Gender, Peace and Security, The 
Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO). 
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have different implications for men and women, boys and girls, there are still not 

many research projects within societal safety in the Global North that have included 

the gender dimension. Relevant research questions may be:

• How do cultural and social norms of gender and sexuality govern 

behaviour related to societal challenges, such as migration and 

border control, accident prevention, road traffic safety and crisis 

management? What are the implications of gender relations 

in the armed forces?

• By what means can humanitarian aid be better organized so that 

the needs of both men and women, boys and girls, are met? 

How can sexual abuse and rape in conflict and disaster-affected 

areas be prevented?

• In which ways are extremism and terrorism related to gender? 

Is there a connection between masculinity and violence? Why 

are women joining extreme right-wing and Islamist terrorist 

groups that promote misogynist ideologies? How can gender 

analysis help us to understand how violent extremism can be 

prevented?

Men are also raped in war 

After the civil war in the former Yugoslavia, the 
international community became more aware 
of how rape of the enemy’s women is used as 
a strategic weapon in war. Later, a number of 
international campaigns were launched against 
war-related rapes in the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo. However, to understand the context 
of wartime sexual violence, it is not sufficient 
to conduct research only on the women who 
have been raped; it is also necessary to study 
the men who commit rape, as well as the men 

who are raped. A study from the civil war in 
Uganda shows that 30 percent of the victims 
of sexual violence were men (Lilleslåtten 2017). 
Files from the International Criminal Tribunal 
for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) reveal that of 
the 30 convictions of sexual violence during the 
civil war, seven cases involved male victims and 
male perpetrators (Houge 2014). 

To combat sexual violence in war and 
conflict, it is essential to see beyond gender 
stereotypes and oversimplified perceptions of 
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gender roles in war. Men and women do 
not constitute homogeneous groups; men 
are not always the perpetrators and women 
are not always the victims. It is necessary to 
see every conflict situation in context. For 
example, in the former Yugoslavia sexual 
violence was used as part of a war strategy, 
whereas in other places sexual violence has 
occurred during chaotic situations, but without 
being sanctioned. Research in the field of 
women, peace and security has shown that 

overgeneralizations, such as assuming that 
women by nature are more peaceful than 
men, can enhance already existing gender 
inequalities (Kilden / The Research Council of 
Norway 2017). According to Élise Féron, who 
has carried out fieldwork in the Great Lakes 
Region of Africa, wartime sexual violence 
against men stems from the same logic under-
pinning sexual violence against women, a logic 
that upholds and reinforces gendered social 
hierarchies (Féron 2018).

Gender equality, diversity and societal security  

The Nordic research project Gender Equality, 
Diversity and Societal Security (2018-2021) 
explores how increasing levels of diversity in 
the personnel of Nordic security forces, i.e. the 
army, the police and other security organiza-
tions, relates to changing perceptions of trust 
and security, both within these organizations 
and in their broader interactions with society.

The Nordic countries are traditionally 
associated with high levels of societal trust, 
egalitarian values, and peaceful forms of conflict 
resolution through cooperation within and among 
political and corporative organizations. These 
characteristics also constitute the underpinnings 
for the ways in which security work is perceived 

and conducted in a Nordic setting, which is 
manifested in recent reforms that introduced 
conscription on formally equal terms for men 
and women in Norway and Sweden.

The project combines empirical studies of 
Norway, Sweden, Denmark and Finland, with 
the aim of providing new knowledge about 
how actors and organizations in the field of 
societal security in the Nordic region relate to 
increasing diversity in security forces in terms 
of attitudes, guidelines and everyday practice. In 
addition, the project will investigate the effects 
of an increasingly diverse composition of the 
security forces, including within related policy- 
and decision-making processes (STK 2018).

Women’s contribution to informal disaster response
By Kristin Sørung Scharffscher, Department of Safety, Economics and Planning, University 
of Stavanger, Norway

In the aftermath of the tsunami on December 
26, 2004, international relief workers arrived 
at the lagoon town of Batticaloa, on the east 
coast of Sri Lanka. Some four years prior, the UN 

Security Council had adopted Resolution 1325, 
which urges all UN organisations to respond 
to women’s needs and recognize women’s 
resources in all UN-controlled humanitarian 
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activities. Manuals and guidelines on how to 
include the gender dimension in humanitarian 
operations were put in place, and throughout 
the 2000s the proportion of women in the UN 
system had increased considerably – at least 
in the field.

The lagoon town of Batticaloa in Sri 
Lanka was severely affected by the tsunami. 
Thousands of humans and farm animals died, 
there was major material devastation, and entire 
neighbourhoods found themselves without 
housing. The international community sent 
vast amounts of money, large quantities of 
equipment, and numerous personnel to assist 
in Batticaloa. However, in this small eastern 
town, several strong networks of women were 
already operative, having organised local relief 
work immediately after the tsunami to help 
those affected. These networks met regularly 
and had detailed knowledge of everything from 
functional means of transportation to which 
widowed fathers experienced alcohol problems 
or who would benefit from training in housework 

and childcare. The networks also created a soup 
kitchen, where women from different ethnic and 
religious groups came together to prepare and 
distribute hot meals. This was not mere relief 
work. It was also about re-establishing contact, 
mutual understanding and solidarity after 20 
years of civil war.

The women of Batticaloa were experts on 
how emergency operations can be efficiently 
provided, how to reach those who need it the 
most, and how humanitarian aid may even work 
as reconciliation and peace-building mediation. 
However, the women of Batticaloa were neither 
consulted nor invited to the meetings organized 
by the UN. The few of them who attempted 
to establish contact with the international 
aid agencies had to cope with meetings that 
were exclusively held in English, and with 
social norms and rules of a Western character. 
The result was that local efforts in Batticaloa 
were undermined and partly dismantled by 
the good intentions of international relief 
(Scharffscher 2011).

Did you know? 
Women develop post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) twice as often 
as men after terrorist attacks.

In the aftermath of the terrorist attack on 
the Norwegian government building in Oslo 
on July 22, 2011, researchers interviewed 
people who were affected by the bombing. 
Ten months later, 12 percent of men and 31 
percent of women had symptoms of PTSD 
(Birkeland et al., 2017). The study confirmed 
international research showing that a signi-
ficantly greater proportion of women than 
men get PTSD, even when they have experi-
enced the same life-threatening event, such 
as an earthquake.

Why is it so? The gender differences can 
be explained by biological and social factors 
(Løvereide 2018 [in Norwegian]). Because PTSD 
often entails reliving the trauma, one reason 
why women are more likely to get PTSD may 
be that on average they remember more details 
than men. Hormonal cycles can also affect how 
events are interpreted. At the same time, it is 
more culturally acceptable for women to show 
their emotions, while men are more often 
socialized to be tough and not show feelings of 
“weakness”, and are thus more reluctant to seek 
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professional help. Hence, more men may suffer 
from PTSD than the number who are diagnosed 
with the condition.

Psychological research also shows that a 
traumatic experience is reinforced by previously 
experienced trauma. For example, a person who 
has experienced sexual abuse or violence from 
someone close is more vulnerable to PTSD after 
other types of traumatizing events. Also, it is 

perceived as worse to be exposed to trauma 
that other people have perpetrated intentio-
nally than to be exposed to an “impersonal” 
accident. Therefore, people exposed to family 
violence have PTSD more often than soldiers in 
war. To give people adequate treatment after 
traumatic experiences, it is important to consider 
both sex and gender differences in research on 
PTSD symptoms. 

Far-right white supremacist groups and gender 

A great deal of research on far-right movements 
shows a connection between racism and conser-
vative attitudes about gender. However, views 
on gender roles and women vary greatly among 
the various far-right extremist groups. According 
to Kathleen Blee, a professor of sociology at 
Pittsburgh University and a specialist in far-right 
racist groups in the US, racism is often connected 
to misogyny. On the other hand, racism has also 
been used to promote women’s rights, as the Ku 
Klux Klan did when they advocated for women’s 
suffrage as a way to make up for the votes of 
black men in the early 1900s. Also, there are 
significant differences between far-right groups in 
the US and Europe. One deals with the tendency 
of some European nationalist groups to claim that 
“our” gender equality is threatened by Muslim 
oppression and homophobia, even organizing 
their own anti-Islamic far-right LGBT sections. 
This “homonationalist” current is less prevalent 
in the US (Lilleslåtten 2018 [in Norwegian]).

Far-right groups are generally male 
dominated. While it is estimated that approxi-
mately 20 percent of the members of Ku Klux 
Klan and neo-Nazi groups are women, their 
role in these groups is less visible. Kathleen 
Blee has specifically investigated the role of 

women in far-right extremist and neo-Nazi 
groups in the US, their motivation for joining 
them and also for leaving them. Recruitment 
to far-right groups usually takes place through 
personal relationships, and women and men 
have somewhat different motivations. Often, 
women are attracted to the groups through 
a personal connection, or because they are 
promised the power and influence to make a 
difference on behalf of women, as well as on 
behalf of the family. 

Within far-right white supremacist groups, 
women may have important roles related to 
organizing and recruitment. Since men usually 
have the visible positions, women’s roles in the 
extremist groups are often underestimated. 
During police interventions in violent situa-
tions, only the men are usually arrested, while 
the women are sent home because they are 
thought to be “just” the girlfriends. According 
to Blee, women participate more in the planning 
of crime than in the violence itself, but it is 
possible that they perform more violence than 
the police assumes. 

To reduce the threat that the far-right 
poses to democratic and safe societies, 
it is just as important to understand why 
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people exit them as to know why they join. 
In a study of former white supremacists in 
the US, Blee and her colleagues found that 
for most women, leaving is a three-step 
process: becoming disillusioned, imagining 

that leaving is feasible, and seeing life on 
the outside as possible. Often, women first 
become disillusioned because of a conflict 
with other members (Blee, Simi, Latif and 
DeMichele 2018). 
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Conclusion

Including the gender dimension in research is one of six key priorities of the 

European Research Area (ERA), and the European Commission encourages researchers 

to include the sex/gender dimension in grant proposals when relevant. Being aware 

of the ambiguity surrounding the question of when the sex/gender dimension is 

relevant, the aim of this booklet is to demystify what gender perspectives may imply. 

We have done so by providing cases of how gender, as one of several dimensions, can 

improve the quality of research within fields such as health and quality of life, food, 

agriculture, fisheries and bioproduction, energy, transport, environment and climate, and 

safe societies. Our selection of cases is far from exhaustive, but will hopefully provide 

ideas for how to include the gender dimension within other research fields as well. A 

quote that appeared when we worked on the Norwegian edition of this book may be 

inspiring for those who wonder when the gender dimension is relevant: “We assume 

that the gender dimension is useful when research has or may have consequences 

for people.” This simple, yet comprehensive reply came from Øystein Thøgersen, an 

economist and head of the Norwegian School of Economics (NHH).

Gender perspectives are not always relevant, and there is no right or wrong answer 

to what gender perspectives are. Some might think that the sex/gender dimension 

or gender perspectives are reserved for scholars with a particular interest in this 

area. However, as this booklet shows, the sex/gender dimension in research may 

involve different theoretical and methodological approaches. Gender researchers 

have emphasized that the sex/gender dimension is not equivalent to counting the 

number of women and men. Neither does it imply a special emphasis on the differences 

between men and women. To ensure that the sex/gender dimension is adequately 

incorporated into research projects, it is essential to investigate how gender relations 

work in different contexts and in intersection with other variables, such as age, income 

level, education, ethnicity, geographical position, and so on. 
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Some scholars argue that critical theory which questions power relations is 

imperative in studies that include gender. However, researchers who address the gender 

dimension have different opinions about the need to problematize power relations. 

By the same token, research is a process in which the researchers must continually 

pose critical questions about established paradigms and their own prejudices in order 

to gain new knowledge. It is essential to critically reflect upon one’s own and others’ 

often unconscious assumptions about gender, and not reproduce gender stereotypes 

when interpreting the data. 

Kilden genderresearch.no encourages researchers to explore how gender has been 

addressed within different research traditions and academic milieus. In addition to 

reading this booklet, including the checklist on the following pages, please see our news 

magazine at http://kjonnsforskning.no/en. On this site you also find information 

about relevant research communities. Our staff is happy to assist researchers and 

others who are interested in learning more about the gender dimension in research.
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Checklist
The sex/gender dimension in 
research
Research ideas phase

• Have you considered how assessments of sex/gender, including stereo-

types about what is considered “female” or “male”, can affect what you 

want to investigate, what questions you ask and how to answer them?

• Is sex/gender important for understanding the phenomenon you will 

investigate, and if so, how? Are there other dimensions that can be 

considered in relation to sex/gender, such as age, ethnicity, educational 

level, income, occupation, geographical location or technical competence?

• Have you reviewed literature and other sources relating to sex/gender 

in the research field? 

Proposal phase 
• Does the project’s research topics and methods take the sex/gender 

dimension into account? Does the proposal explain how the sex/gender 

dimension will be handled?

• Are researchers trained in gender studies included in the research group? 

• Have you considered whether the results of the research can have 

different effects on women and men, boys or girls? Can the research 

contribute to the advancement of gender equality? 
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Research phase
• Are research methods, such as questionnaires, focus groups, etc., 

designed in a way that considers possible sex/gender differences 

and similarities between gender? Will sex/gender-differentiated data 

be collected? Have you ensured that samples, test groups or other 

involved in the project are diverse in terms of sex/gender, age and 

other background variables?

• Will sex/gender be a variable in the analysis? Will other variables be 

included in relation to sex/gender in the analysis?

• Are unconscious (stereotypical) assumptions about sex/gender implicit 

in the interpretation of data? Are there dimensions other than sex/

gender that are important to consider? 

Dissemination phase
• Is the sex/gender dimension included in the presentation of findings? 

• If the sex/gender dimension is included, is it done in a way that does 

not reproduce stereotypical notions about gender, but also looks at 

variations within the gender categories?

• Have you considered that dissemination of the research findings can 

be directed towards networks, institutions, journals and conferences 

that address gender issues? 
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