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Two key questions

Why should we care about gender equality and gender norms in 
relation to sexuality and sexual health?

What’s the evidence for including gender equality in sexuality
education?



Sex
Biologically determined 
characteristics of men 
and women
Refers to reproductive 
organs and functions

Gender
Social construction: 
women and men / 
femininity and 
masculinity
Varies: time, place, 
cultures



Gender diversity

Sexual diversity



Gender norms are ideas about 
how women and men should be 
and act.

Gender attitudes are views held 
by individuals regarding the roles 
men and women should play in 
society

Gender equality is when people 
of all genders have equal rights, 
responsibilities and opportunities. 



How about Estonia? (World Value Survey 2017-2020)

37% agree 8% agree 48% disagree 36% 
problematic



Estonia ranks 18th in the EU on the Gender Equality Index



Why should we care about gender 
equality and gender norms in 
relation to sexuality and sexual
health?

Girls and boys often have to
follow different norms about 
‘acceptable’ behaviour (“sexual 
double standard”):

• girls are expected to show 
modesty and maintain purity

• boys are encouraged to engage 
in sexual activity to live up to 
masculine ideals



Interviews with 202 adolescents and 191 parents across six diverse 
urban sites (Baltimore, Ghent, Nairobi, Ile Ife, Assuit and Shanghai) 
about perceived risks associated with entering adolescence and 
how these risks differed by gender.

In all sites except Ghent, both young people and their parents 
perceived that girls face greater risks related to their sexual and 
reproductive health and were perceived to require more 
protection. In contrast, when boys grow up, they and their parents 
recognised that their independence broadened, and parents felt 
that boys were strong enough to protect themselves.

These differences in perceptions of vulnerability and related 
mobility are markers of a gender system that separates young 
women and men’s roles, responsibilities and behaviours in ways 
that widen gender power imbalance with lifelong social and health 
consequences for people of both.exes.



238 interviews in 4 sites (Shanghai, New Delhi, Baltimore, Ghent)

Most perceptions and expressions about gender were regulated by 
stereotypical norms.

Growing acceptability for girls to wear boyish clothes and engage 
in stereotypical masculine activities such as playing soccer/football. 

However, there was no comparable acceptance of boys engaging 
in traditional feminine behaviors. Boys who challenge gender 
norms by their dress or behavior were by many respondents seen 
as socially inferior: Boys who are not like boys will be laughed at
by other boys, be despised or talked about, or be called names
like gay or faggot (Baltimore, Ghent), or sissy or weirdo (Shanghai).

Across all sites, challenging gender norms was often found to lead 
to verbal, physical, and/or psychological retribution.



“...uh, a man can also have something feminine, but if you
want to be a real man. That you have to adapt with those
things, with your clothing and stuff. And also play soccer and
stuff, well yeah, or not like put on make-up and like mascara
and paint your nails. Then you’re not a boy.”



5,913 adolescents aged 14-18 
Cochabamba (Bolivia) and Cuenca 
(Ecuador).
Sexually active adolescents who 
consider gender equality as important 
report:
• Report higher current use of 

contraceptives 
• Are more likely to describe their last 

sexual intercourse as a positive 
experience

• Consider it easier to talk with their 
partner about sexuality



What’s the evidence for including gender 
equality in sexuality education?

Recommended by international
guidelines:

Standards for sexuality education in 
Europe

International Technical Guidelines on 
Sexuality Education (UN):



What’s the evidence for including gender 
equality in sexuality education?

Haberland, 2015 - The Case for Addressing Gender and Power in 
Sexuality and HIV Education: a comprehensive review of evaluation 
studies

“The programs that addressed gender or power were five times as 
likely to be effective as those that did not; fully 80% of them were 
associated with a significantly lower rate of STIs or unintended 
pregnancy. In contrast, among the programs that did not address 
gender or power, only 17% had such an association.”



What’s the evidence for including gender 
equality in sexuality education?

Evidence that sexuality education can
contribute to:

• Lower homophobia

• Reduced homophobic bullying

• Expanded understanding of 
gender/gender norms

• Increased knowledge, awareness and 
appreciation of gender equity and 
sexual rights

• Increased awareness of discrimination 
and oppression based on gender and 
sexual orientation



Conclusion
Gender equality is far from being achieved

Gender norms are important influencer of sexuality and sexual
health

Gender equality and sexuality education are mutually
reinforcing:

- Including gender equality in sexuality education programmes 
results in better health outcomes

- Sexuality education programmes can also contribute to gender 
equality



Thank you!
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