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a b  s  t  r a  c t

We failed  to adequately  launch  a  gender  transformative  response  to  COVID-19  pandemic, data  by  sex  on  a

variety  of indicators  for  most  countries  are  hard to  find.  Some symptoms reported as  common  of COVID-

19  infection,  are  more prominent in men,  while others are more prominent in women,  one  cannot  with

certainty  exclude  that  some  of  the  differences observed  could  be  due to  gender  bias  in the  management

of cases  in health  services.  The gender  implications  of the  pandemic  reach wide and  far. Inequalities  can

be  further  aggravated  as  sex  and gender  intersect  with  other  axes of inequality.  The SAGER guidelines

exemplify  an effort to  improve  reporting  of sex  and  gender  dimensions and  encouraging researchers  to

integrate these  aspects  in the  research  design.  these  observations  and  emerging  evidence about  the  per-

sistent  gender-blind approach  to COVID-19 is  a wake-up  call to change  course.  National  Gender  Equality

Institutions  can be  central in ensuring gender  matters  are considered in government  responses. COVID-

19 pandemic  is an  opportunity to  reverse  the trend  and  take action  to  apply an intersectional  feminist

approach to global  health that  enables a just  and  equal world where  everyone’s  health and  wellbeing

matter.

© 2021 SESPAS. Published by  Elsevier  España,  S.L.U. This is an open  access article  under  the  CC

BY-NC-ND  license  (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
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r  e  s u  m e  n

No se ha conseguido  dar una  respuesta  adecuadamente  transformadora  desde la  perspectiva de  género

a  la pandemia de  la COVID-19. Los datos por  sexo en  una variedad de  indicadores  para  la mayoría  de

los  países  son  difíciles  de  encontrar.  Algunos  síntomas comunes de  la infección  por  COVID-19, son  más

frecuentes  en los  hombres,  mientras que otros  lo son en  las mujeres,  no pudiendo  excluir  con certeza

que algunas  de  las diferencias observadas  se deban a  un sesgo de  género  en  el  manejo de  los casos

en  los  servicios de  salud. Las  implicaciones de  género  de  la pandemia son  amplias  y de  gran alcance.

Las  desigualdades  pueden agravarse  aún más  cuando  el sexo y  el  género  se  cruzan con otros  ejes de

desigualdad.  Las directrices  del  SAGER ejemplifican  un esfuerzo  por mejorar la información sobre las

dimensiones  de  sexo  y género  y  por animar a  quienes investigan  a  integrar estos aspectos  en el diseño  de  la

investigación.  Estas  observaciones  y las  pruebas emergentes  sobre el  persistente enfoque  ciego  al  género

de  la COVID-19  son una  llamada  de  atención  para cambiar  de rumbo.  Las  instituciones nacionales  de

igualdad de  género  pueden ser  fundamentales  para garantizar que  las cuestiones  de  género  se consideren

en las respuestas  gubernamentales.  La pandemia  de  la COVID-19 es una oportunidad  para  invertir  la

tendencia  y  tomar medidas  para aplicar un enfoque feminista  interseccional  en  la salud  global que permita

un mundo justo  e  igualitario donde  la salud  y el bienestar de todos  y  todas importen.

©  2021 SESPAS. Publicado  por  Elsevier  España, S.L.U.  Este  es un artı́culo Open  Access  bajo  la  licencia

CC BY-NC-ND  (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

The COVID-19 pandemic has bitterly reminded us about the

persistent gender inequality in our societies and the pervasive gen-

der bias in health research and data analysis, hampering tailored

and effective responses.1 While lessons from past pandemics and

outbreaks such as human immunodeficiency virus, Ebola and Zika

should have prepared us for the undisputable gendered implica-

tions of this pandemic,2 we  failed to adequately launch a gender

transformative response to COVID-19 pandemic. This has led to
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deepening gender inequities in terms of physical, mental, social,

and economic health.3

To date we know with certainty that there are sex and gen-

der differences in risk to COVID-19 infection and health outcome,

including a  wide range of gendered implications of the measures

to  contain the pandemic. Biological factors account for some of the

observed sex differences, including men’s greater risk of severe ill-

ness and death, and greater risk of post-COVID-19 syndrome in

women, the mechanisms for  which remain to be elucidated.3–8

Gender-responsive research could generate greater insights. How-

ever, sex-disaggregated data continue to  be underreported, and

regrettably, data by sex on a  variety of indicators, including
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Key points

• The quality of epidemiological surveillance needs to be

improved, the COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated flaws

in its system also from the perspective of  sex differences and

gender inequalities.
• Basic COVID-19 sex data for most countries are hard to  find,

including symptoms, comorbidity, diagnostic tests, hospital-

isation, ICU admission, and  post-COVID-19 as well  as cases

and  deaths. Without this information, there is  uncertainty

about the higher mortality from COVID-19 in men than in

women, at least in some countries.
• Some common symptoms of  COVID-19 infection are more

frequent in men, while others are more frequent in women,

and it cannot be excluded with certainty that some of the

observed differences are due to a gender bias in case man-

agement in health services.
• Gender inequalities may  be further exacerbated when sex

and gender intersect with other axes of  inequality.

symptoms, comorbidity, testing, hospitalization, ICU admission,

and post-COVID-19 for most countries are  hard to find.8–10

Early data on COVID-19 symptoms from Spain indicate statisti-

cally significant differences in  presentation of symptoms between

women and men.11–13 This observation highlights how symptoms

reported as common of COVID-19 infection, e.g., fever, difficulty

breathing, and pneumonia, are more prominent in men, while more

women seem to display symptoms such as sore throat, vomit-

ing and diarrhea, which may  not be considered “typical”. As such,

one cannot with certainty exclude that some of the differences

observed in terms of hospitalization, ICU admission and death could

be due differential diagnosis or lower likelihood for ICU admission

or due to lower access to  health services.10,14 The excess mortal-

ity  rate, which can be  considered a  more accurate measured of

the overall impact of the pandemic, seem to  vary across coun-

tries and age groups, and in  some countries, such as Spain, it was

reported to be  somewhat higher among women according to the

latest figures.12,15–17

The gender implications of the pandemic reach wide and far.

Notions of masculinity contribute to higher reluctance among men

to comply with precautionary measures such as wearing masks,

handwashing or in some places being vaccinated.18 As COVID-19

vaccines are being administered at scale, gender considerations

of vaccination remain conspicuous by  their absence. The ratio-

nale for such consideration is  extensively outlined in  a  recent

publication.19,20

As the pandemic has evolved, the infection cases among women

have increased due to the disproportionate burden of caregiving,

both formally and informally. With more than 70% women, the

health workers have been particularly affected as they stepped up

to deliver services to  the growing number of COVID-19 patients.

At  home, due to  entrenched social norms and patriarchal gender

role attitudes, women continued to shoulder even greater share

of responsibility related to care of children and sick parents or

relatives, and homeschooling when schools were closed, while

expected to maintain the same level of productivity at work.21–24

There has also been a  surge in reported cases of intimate part-

ner violence and domestic abuse, and at the same time, reduced

access to sexual and reproductive health services, severely affecting

women’s health.25 While these struggles preexisted, the pandemic

exacerbated these harmful gender norms and has deepened perva-

sive gender inequalities.

The financial implications of the pandemic have also been

harsher for women. In many parts of the world, the lockdowns

and movement restrictions closed businesses and the service sec-

tor, where women  often occupy low paid jobs and many were

forced out of work. Again, due to deep-rooted gender inequali-

ties, women  are  more likely to occupy part-time jobs or be in

precarious employments, where social insurance and safety nets

don’t apply to them. With many economic recovery plans being

gender-blind, the effects of the pandemic can be far-reaching for

women.21

These disparities can be further aggravated as sex and gen-

der intersect with other axes of inequality such as age, ethnicity,

disability, sexual orientation and gender identity, migration sta-

tus and other social markers to  influence risk, access to  services

and health outcomes.26 Studies have reported the disproportion-

ate impact on ethnic minorities, people living with disability,

migrants and forcibly displaced populations, particularly women,

and people of diverse sexual orientation and gender identity. These

group face greater risk of infection and more barriers to access

services and information.27–29 However, uneven, incomplete and

fragmented reporting does not  allow a thorough examination of

disparities across groups in  a  society or the variations across and

within countries, or changes in  incidence over time in  different

groups.9

Sadly, despite the numerous reports highlighting the gendered

impact of the pandemic, we see a  persistent failure to adequately

consider gender aspects in the pandemic response. Global Health

50/50 report further exposes how the vast majority of  COVID-19

related policies, including those related to vaccine deployments,

remain gender insensitive.30

Efforts to address the persistent gender gap in health research

and policies have been growing in  the past decade. The SAGER

guidelines exemplifies an effort to improve reporting of sex and

gender dimensions, and encouraging researchers to integrate these

aspects in the research design.31,32 The growing adoption of the

SAGER guidelines, which have been translated into several lan-

guages, by several prestigious journals and publishers such as

Elsevier and Springer is  promising, thought their full implemen-

tation requires additional investment.33–35 At a  critical time in

the pandemic, where robust and detailed evidence can improve

the effectiveness and success of our  efforts, studies show that

reporting of COVID-19 clinical research fail to comply with the

SAGER guidelines’ recommendations. A recent systematic review

by Palmer-Ross and colleagues reveals that of the 55 interventional

clinical trials examined, none fully complied with the SAGER guide-

lines and only four mentioned briefly any potential differences

between women and men.36

Taken together, these observations and emerging evidence

about the persistent gender-blind approach to  COVID-19 is  a

wake-up call to change course. We need to invest in  capacity

building and mechanisms to  improve collection and reporting of

sex-disaggregated data and support routine sex and gender-based

analysis. We must ensure that policies and interventions devel-

oped to respond to  the pandemic is  based on a solid foundation of

gender-sensitive evidence.

Critical to  this end is women’s equal and meaningful partici-

pation in decision-making at every level across research to  policy

continuum. While women predominate the healthcare system and

are at greater risk of its social and economic impact, their voices are

often absent or they remain under-represented in decision-making

fora, where policies are crafted, interventions developed, or pan-

demic responses shaped. According to the COVID-19 Global Gender

Response Tracker tool, of 225 COVID-19 task forces reviewed in

137 countries, women  represented less than a quarter. Shockingly,

there were no women  in  26 task forces.37 Similar observation was

made in Spain, where women  were underrepresented in nearly
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75% of the advisory boards involved in the COVID-19 response.38

As such, it’s not surprising that policies remain gender-insensitive

and women’s needs go overlooked, perpetuating gender inequal-

ities. Women’s participation in decision-making does not mean

that  gender aspects are automatically incorporated, however, it is

a requisite for a gender-transformative approach.

National Gender Equality Institutions can be central in  ensur-

ing gender matters are considered in  government responses. The

Spanish Instituto de  la Mujer, for example, provided an assessment

on the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on women as a  means to

inform policy-making processes and encourage these “aspects [to]

be considered in order to incorporate a  gender perspective into the

response to COVID-19”.39 However, national gender equality mech-

anisms must be fully resourced and supported to catalyze gender

mainstreaming across other ministries and departments. Other

examples of innovative steps taken are Canada and Iceland that

are pushing for gender budgeting to promote gender-responsive

COVID-19 policies.40

COVID-19 pandemic is an opportunity to  reverse the trend and

take action to apply an intersectional feminist approach to global

health that enables a  just and equal world where everyone’s health

and wellbeing matter.41
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