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Sex vs. Gender  

The table below gives a quick introduction to the key differences:  

SEX is:  GENDER is:  
Biologically defined: Determined at 
birth  

Socially constructed: Learned through 
socialization  

Biological and physical characteristics 
persons are born with that make them 
male or female  

Behaviours and attributes that society 
considers appropriate or acceptable for 
girls/women and boys/men  

Characteristics:  

• Internal and external sex 
organs  

• Chromosomes  
• Hormones  
• Usually, cannot be changed  
• Consistent worldwide  
• Same today as in the past  

Characteristics:  

• Constructed by society  
• Influenced by culture and religion  
• Learn gender (feminine/masculine)  
• Changes over time and between 

contexts  
• Different in different parts of the world  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 4 

Gender Needs  
The types of needs usually identified in a given society are:  

• Practical gender needs – needs women and men identify in their socially accepted roles 
in society 	

• Strategic gender needs – what women or men require to improve their position/status 
in regard to each other by placing them in greater control of themselves, instead of 
limiting them to restrictions imposed by socially defined gender roles. 	

Gender needs arise out of gender divisions of labour and women’s subordinate position 
in society. 	

 

Practical vs. Strategic Needs 	
Practical needs relate to survival 	

• Addressing practical gender needs of women requires addressing factors that keep 
women in a disadvantage position compared to men 	

• Practical needs of women associated with their role as caretakers – food, shelter, water, 
safety, protection Strategic needs link to realizing one’s human rights 	

• Needs related to women’s empowerment are strategic needs required to overcome the 
subordinate position of women 	

• Strategic needs of women include rights to education, political participation, 
land/property, and a life free from violence 	

 
 
 



 

 5 

Vulnerable vs. Disadvantaged  
Women, children and persons belonging, or perceived to belong, to groups that are in a 
disadvantaged position or marginalised.  

• A vulnerable person is a person in need of special care, support or protection because of 
age, disability and/or risk of violence, abuse, neglect or exploitation 	

• A disadvantaged person is a person/people who live in disadvantage areas or 
circumstances, especially with regard to financial and/or social opportunities 	

Both diminish capacities to cope with and recover from impacts of natural and/or 
manmade hazards.  

 

	

Discrimination 	
Discrimination can be defined as unfair or prejudicial treatment of people and groups based 
on characteristics, such as gender, age, race, disability, migrant or displaced status and 
more. 	

Discrimination against women is – “any distinction, exclusion or restriction made on the 
basis of sex which has the effect or purpose of impairing or nullifying the recognition, 
enjoyment or exercise by women, irrespective of their marital status, on a basis of equality 
of men and women, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, 
social, cultural, civil or any other field.” 	

(Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, 1979) 	
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Empowerment  
Empowerment is the process of increasing the capacity of individuals or groups to make 
choices and transform those choices into desired action or outcomes.  

With empowerment, the individual becomes an agent of change  

Empowerment is a process of systematic change through which disadvantaged groups are 
protected and enabled to advance their rights and interests as citizens and economic actors.  

Women’s empowerment is the process of empowering women and accepting/allowing 
women who are on the outside of decision-making processes into it.  

There are also other types of empowerments, such as legal empowerment, economic 
empowerment, political empowerment.  

Empowerment is both a means to an end and an end in itself – meaning that if people are 
empowered it will lead to good outcomes, but simply empowering people is also a good 
outcome on its own.  

Gender Equality  
Gender equality means equality between women and men and refers to the equal 
enjoyment by women/girls and men/boys — of all ages, sexual orientations and gender 
identities — of rights, goods, opportunities, resources, rewards and quality of life.  

It does not mean that women and men are the same, but that their enjoyment of rights, 
opportunities and life chances are equal and not governed or limited by their gender and 
the systems that maintain it.  
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Equality, Equity and Justice  
You may have seen this diagram before. It neatly shows the differences between equality, 
equity and justice.  

 

Gender Equity  
Gender equity is the provision of fairness and justice in the distribution of benefits and 
responsibilities between females and males.  

If there is gender equity, it means there is fair treatment of females and males, according to 
their respective needs. This may include equal treatment or treatment that is different, but 
which is considered equivalent in terms of rights, benefits, obligations and opportunities.  

Examples could be:  

• Quotas for women to serve on parliament and leadership positions (equal 
treatment) 	

• Programmes that support young women and victims of gender-based violence 
(treatment that is different but which creates fairness) 	
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Gender Equality Programming  
To achieve programmes that include gender equality, there needs to be; Analysis of 
different needs, roles, relationships and experiences of girls/women and boys/men in the 
assessment, planning, implementation and review of the assistance and protection.  

There are a number of reasons to promote gender equality in programming:  

• It increases effectiveness of development and humanitarian actions 	
• It upholds moral and legal obligations to protect the dignity and rights of all people 

by operating according to principles of non-discrimination and mandates to serve 
the most vulnerable 	

Gender is a defining aspect of GBV, SEA and humanitarian programming that address 
gender equality and women’s empowerment (GEWE), including GBV in emergencies 
(GBViE) and PSEA. 	

Gender Mainstreaming 	
The impact of all policies and programmes on women and men should be considered at every stage 
of the programme cycle. 	

Gender mainstreaming is also critical in emergencies as it: 	

• Allows for a more accurate understanding of the situation	
• Enables the response to meet needs and priorities of the population in a more targeted 

manner, based on how females and males have been affected by the crisis	
• Ensures all people affected by crisis are acknowledged and all their needs and vulnerabilities 

are taken into account	
• Facilitates the design of more appropriate and effective responses 	

Gender Mainstreaming is a strategy to achieve gender equality. It is a strategy to integrate a gender 
perspective into the preparation, design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies, 
regulatory measures and spending for programmes, with the goal to promote gender equality and 
combat gender discrimination. 	

All phases of policy-making require both: 	

• Integrate a gender perspective into the content (gender responsive content) 	
• Address the issue of representation of women and men in given policy areas (gender 

representation) 	

Gender Mainstreaming requires transformation of ways of work at sector, organization and 
institutional levels. 	
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