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MODULE 1 
 

UNDERSTANDING GENDER  
 

Module objective: 
 

• To have a common understanding of the concept of ‘gender’ 
• To understand that the concept of ‘gender norms’ or characteristics 

termed as ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ are socially constructed. 
• To understand how gender norms value manhood over womanhood 

and how they affect health related issues. 
 

Why this module? 
 
The module, ‘Understanding Gender’, builds a common understanding of how 
gender relations are constructed, maintained, and reinforced. It further 
increases sensitivity to a broad range of gender issues at personal, 
interpersonal, institutional and community levels by bringing out traditional 
and modern cultural assumptions and the impact they have on both men and 
women. It is of vital importance to address gender inequalities because of the 
impact these have had on the health of women and men. 
The module describes the different roles women and men play in society and 
the values associated with them. It goes on to explain the concepts of ‘division 
of labour’ and ‘access to and control over resources’, and how the low 
valuation of women’s roles impacts on their health. 
 
The increased interest in gender equity and equality as a matter of social 
justice, as well as a requirement for effectively addressing diverse health 
problems, leads many organizations to establish ‘gender’ programmes or to 
attempt to address gender issues in their programming. 
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Activities: 
 

Activity 1: 

 

Activity 2: 

 

Activity 3: 

 

Activity 4: 

 

Activity 5: 

 

Activity 6: 

 

 

Differentiating between sex and gender (1 hr, 40 minutes) 

 

Images of equality (30 minutes) 

 

Social construction of gender (1 hour, 30 minutes) 

 

Masculinity and femininity (1 hour) 

 

Division of labour (1 hour, 40 minutes) 
 

Access to and control of resources (1 hour, 30 minutes) 
 

  7 hours  50 minutes 
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Activity 1 
Differentiating between Sex and 

Gender
1
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Why do this activity? 
 
The activity, ‘Differentiating between Sex and Gender’, defines the concepts of 
sex and gender. The process helps participants to conceptualise and understand 
that there are two kinds of differences between women and men, namely sex 
and gender. Sex is physical, biological difference between women and men. 
Gender is not physical; gender refers to the expectations society has of people 
because they are female or male. While the biological systems of women and 
men are different, and particularly their reproductive systems, many ideas 
about women’s role in society have been shaped by culture so that many 
functions related to childcare and domestic work generally have come to be 
seen as ‘women’s work’. In addition, they have been given a lower value in 
society than work done by men. This is part of a broader ideological process in 
which men are given a higher social value than women – as reflected in many 
societies’ preference for boy children. There are many and diverse ways in 
which this poorer valuation of women impact on their health and on health 
service provision. However, before considering these, participants need an 
understanding and ability to analyse where biology ends and society begins. 
This activity aims to achieve this objective. 
 

Objectives 
 

• to understand which differences between women and men can be explained 
on the basis of biology or ‘sex’ differences 

• to understand which difference between women and men are based on 
social values or ‘gender norms’ 

• to recognise that norms and values which are socially constructed can be 
changed 

 

 

 1 hour  40 minutes 
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Group Activity 
 

Responsibilities of Men and Women  
in Society 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Why do this activity 
 
Gender 

 

The term gender refers to economic, social and cultural attributes and 

opportunities associated with being male and female. It differs from sex in 

that it is social and cultural in nature rather than biological.  Gender 

norms are the way that society expects women and men to behave; 

behaviour represents different values associated with being a girl or a boy, 

a woman or a man. Gender roles are one part of gender norms and are 

considered appropriate and acceptable for women and men. 

 

In our society expectations are usually associated only with sons. A 

pregnant woman is always expected to deliver a baby boy. Commonly 

heard sentences are as follows: 

 

• Hopefully it is not a girl because the parents of a girl will have to face 

tremendous grief and miseries; 

• Luckily it  is a boy; 

• How unlucky they are! Always girls are born to them. 

 

Everyone is born under special circumstances. Yet after a child’s birth 

his/her reproductive organs are noticed first. Perhaps from this very 

moment, the direction and nature of lives and activities are ordained. 

Girls are given dolls to play with and unknowingly learn sweeping, dusting 

and cooking food. Similarly, boys are given toys like cars, guns or a 

wooden horse. With passage of time, they accompany their fathers and 

uncles to work and ultimately become men. 

 

Gender Analysis: 

 

It is principally a theoretical process which helps to estimate the difference 

between the roles played by men and women. It also includes their 

respective responsibilities, access to and control over resources, problems 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
1
 Exercise on Statements About Gender, adapted from Williams, S., Seed, J. and Mwau, A., The Gender Training Manual,  

Oxford, Oxfam, 1994: 87-89 

 

 1 hour 
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Note to 

facilitator 
 

and needs and opportunities etc. The prime purpose of this analysis is the 

planning on the basis of effective, sustainable and even-handed progress, 

and reduction of discrimination existing in society which has limited the 

opportunities of women’s expression for their needs and priorities. Gender 

analysis should not just be confined to women’s role in society. 

 But should take into consideration the organizational capabilities of both 

women and men with respect to their social relations - to increase gender 

equality, limits and opportunities and their access to benefits. 

 

Procedure 
 

• Group work 

• Discussion in groups 

• Brainstorming 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Social difference Biological difference 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
 

  

Divide the participants into groups of four and distribute two coloured 

cards among them. Ask the participants to write on one colour the 

activites men do, and on the other colour the activites women do,.The 

cards are then placed on the floor and separated into two columns, men 

and women, by participants. Then they are asked which activities are 

interchangeable i.e: typically male activities that women can also 

perform, and vice versa.Participants should write the differences which 

come out of this interchange in the following social and biological 

difference columns. 
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At the end of the activity, ask participants the following questions: 

 

• What were their feelings while doing this exercise 

• What social and biological differences are seen in this exercise 

• Where do we get these differences from 

• Is there a need to change this situation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Flip charts 

• Coloured markers 

• Coloured cards 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

5
 Women Health and Development, Workshop on Gender, Health and Development, Washington 

D.C., Pan American Health Organisation, 1997:29 

 

Main points to come out in the discussion are that women and men are both 

capable of performing all or most of the tasks, with two exceptions that is 

only women become pregnant and give birth to babies, and also breast-feed 

them. This difference in their activities is due to their biological difference. 

As all the other activities can be carried out by both men and women it can 

be concluded that the roles men and women play are the result of influences 

of family, society, institutions, culture, religion and traditions. 

 

Therefore there is a need to change the situation so that relations between 

men and women become more equitable, and the status of women improves. 

This empowering of women will lead to improvement in their reproductive 

health situation. 
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Plenary 

Discussion 
 
 
 
 
 

Overhead 
 

Characteristics of Sex and Gender 
 

How to do the activity 
 

Step 1: 15 minutes 
 

Ask the group if they have heard of the words ‘sex’ and ‘gender’. Give a 
simple definition of each: Sex refers to the biological differences between men 
and women; gender refers to the way that society expects men and women to 
behave. Write each of these definitions on separate sheets of flipchart paper 
and display them on the wall.  
 
Distribute Handout: ‘Sex or Gender? General statements’. 
 

Ask participants to read ten statements and to write ‘S’ against those they 
think refer to sex and ‘G’ against those they think refer to gender. For 
example, the statement ‘Women suffer from menstrual pains, men do not’ is 
an ‘S’ statement, because women are born with wombs and men do not have 
wombs, therefore they don’t menstruate. 
 

Read out the statements one by one. For each ask people who have an ‘S’ 
written next to the statement to raise their hands, then ask those with a ‘G’ to 
raise their hands. This way the group will see if there is consensus or not.  
 

Talk about each statement as you go along, asking people to comment on why 
they think it is a sex or gender statement. Push the group to reach consensus 
on whether this is a ‘sex’ or ‘gender’ statement. This process helps to draw out 
all the complexities of the issue. Write statements on the flipchart under the 
appropriate definition as you go along. It is possible that participants conclude 
that some statements can be characterised as both sex and gender -- such 
statements should link both the pieces of paper.   
 
Statements 1, 5 and 8 are ‘S’, the rest are ‘G’. 
 

Step 2: 15 minutes 
 
Now the group moves to how ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ link to health issues. 
Distribute Handout: “Sex or Gender? Health-related statements”. Again 
people are asked to mark the handouts as either ‘S’ or ‘G’ and again you 
distribute them and read out the questions, getting the group to indicate how 
people understood the statements. Through group discussion develop a group 
consensus and again list the statements on the appropriate sheet as those that 
refer to either sex or gender. In this case statements 2 and 3, are ‘S’; statement 
6 is both ‘S’ and ‘G’, the rest are ‘G’. 
 

Step 3: 20 minutes 
 
Consolidate the activity by using the overhead ‘Sex and Gender’ to help 
participants develop a clear understanding about the difference between sex 
and gender, or use the flipchart definitions you already have up. This section 
will also give them a deeper understanding of the concept of gender. While 
running this discussion, draw on the examples given by participants during 
activity 1. These examples will allow you to illustrate the different 
characteristics of gender. You can do this as follows:  
 
Tell participants that in the previous two exercises they have defined the 
difference between sex and gender. They saw that there are very few 
characteristics that are biologically determined; most are socially constructed. 
You will now try to unpack the different characteristics of ‘gender’ using the 
overhead: ‘Characteristics of Gender’. 
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Explain one concept at a time, starting with ‘Relational’. Explain the word to 

participants, using the given explanations. Give an example from the stories 

participants told in Activity 1. Then ask participants to give their own 

examples of how gender manifests in that characteristic. For example, under 

‘historical’, participants may point out that whereas in some cultures in the 

past women were expected to cook, but over time men have started to cook too; 

or in some cultures women were not sent to school whereas now they are  - 

these are changes over time and illustrate that gender roles are historically 

specific.  

Go through each of the characteristics on the overhead one at a time in this 

way. 
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Characteristics of Gender5
 

 

Relational: It is relational because it refers not to women or men in 

isolation, but to the relationships between them and how these 

relationships are socially constructed.  
 

Hierarchical: It is hierarchical because the differences established 

between women and men, tend to attribute greater importance and 

value to the characteristics and activities associated with masculinity 

and to produce unequal power relations.  
 

Historical: It is historical because it is nurtured by factors that change 

over time and space and thus can be modified through interventions. 
 

Institutional: It is institutionally structured because it refers not only 

to the relations between men and women at the personal level, but also 

within social institutions such as schools or health systems and in the 

overall social system that is supported by values, legislation, religion, 

etc.  
 

Gender relationships are personal and political: Personal, because 

gender roles that we have internalised define who we are, what we do 

and how we think of ourselves. Political, because gender roles and 

norms are maintained and promoted by social institutions and 

challenging these implies defying the way society is currently 

organised.  

 

 

Indicate to them that in the next session you will be exploring how 

gender relationships have to do with access to and control of and over 

resources and benefits.  
 

 5
 Women Health and Development, Workshop on Gender, Health and Development, Washington 

D.C., Pan American Health Organisation, 1997:29 
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 � Flip charts and overhead 
transparencies. 

� Copies of the Handouts for each 
person. 

� Two sheets of flipchart paper with 
the simple definitions of sex and 
gender written at the top. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
• Overhead 1: Sex and Gender 
• Overhead 2: Characteristics of 

     Gender 
 
 

• Handout 1: Sex or gender? – 
general statements 

• Handout 2: Sex or gender? – 
Health-related 
statements 
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ARROW, ‘Section 2: Framework for Change’, Women-

centred and gender sensitive experiences, changing our 

perspectives, policies and programmes on women’s health 

in Asia and the pacific: Health Resource Kit, Kuala 

Lumpur, Asian-Pacific Resource and Research Centre 

for Women, 1996. 
 

INSTRAW, Gender Concepts in Development Planning, 

UN, 1995 7-35 
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Sex or gender? General 

statements 
 

Read the statements and write ‘S’ against those that you 
think refer to sex and ‘G’ against those that you think refer 
to gender. 

 

1. Women give birth to babies, men do not.    
 

2. Little girls are gentle, boys are rough.   
 

3. In one case, when a child brought up as a girl learned that he 
was actually a boy, his school marks improved dramatically. 

   
 

4. Among Pakistani agriculture workers, women (66% of the 

work force) are paid less than male workers.   
 

5. Women can breast-feed babies, men can bottle-feed babies.

   
 

6. Most building site workers are men.   
 

7. In Ancient Egypt men stayed at home and did the weaving. 
Women handled family business. Women inherited property, 

men did not.   
 

8. Men’s voices break at puberty, women’s do not.   
 

9. According to the United Nations, women do 67% of the 
world’s work, yet their earnings amount to only 10% of the 

world’s income.    
 

10. In one study of 224 cultures, there were five in which men did 
all the cooking and 36 in which women did all the house 

building.   
 
Williams, S., Seed, J. and Mwau, A., The Gender Training Manual, Oxford, Oxfam, 1994: 87-89. 
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Sex or gender?  Health-related 
statements 
 

Read the statements and write ‘S’ against those that you think refer to sex 
and ‘G’ against those that you think refer to gender 
 
 

1. The majority of hospital managers in most countries are men and most 

of the ward managers are women.   
 
2. Boys and men suffer from haemophilia, whereas girls and women are 

usually only carriers.   
 

3. Women suffer from pre-menstrual tension, men do not.   
 

4. More health research funds go to research on men than on women.    
 

5. More women are raped as compared to men.   
 
6. Women are more susceptible to sexually transmitted diseases than 

men.   
 
7. When infertility occurs in a couple, it is often presumed to be the fault of 

the woman.   
 

8 Women undergo sterilization, men do not   
 

 

 
Xaba, M. and Varkey, S., Womenís Health Project Gender and Health Course: Facilitatorís Guide. Women's 

Health Project. School of Public Health. University of the Witwatersrand. Johannesburg 2000. 
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Sex and gender 
 

‘Sex’ refers to biological 
differences between men 

and women. 

‘Gender’ refers to socially 
constructed differences 
between men and women. 
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Note to 

facilitator 

Activity 2 
Images of equality 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Objectives 
 

To have the group reflect on the different messages young people receive 

about gender and how these messages influence girls and boys at a young age 

and have impact on them later in life. 
 

How to do this activity? 
 

‘The story of Tehseen’  
 

Step 1: Give out the handout ‘Tehseen’ and ask the group to read the story 

and answer the questions. Give half the group Tehseen (boy) and the other 

half Tehseen (girl). It is important that they work and do not consult with each 

other. Please make sure that the two groups don’t know that one Tehseen is a 

girl and the other is a boy, it will be revealed once the group reports back.  
 

Step 2: Go through the individual questions and write the responses on two 

columns of a flip chart (one column for Tehseen the girl and the other for 

Tehseen the boy. Participants will be pleasantly surprised to learn that 

Tehseen is both a boy and a girl. 
 

Step 3: Discuss why there is such a difference between expectation for girls 

and boys? How do we limit our children’s potential by fixing certain gender 

norms and expectations? What affect will this have on their lives? 
 

 

 

 30 minutes 

 

Main point to come out in the discussion: 

It is important to reflect on how boys and girls are influenced since 

childhood. Usually boys will have more time to play and develop their 

creative skills while girls are kept inside. Also girls are asked to help with 

the household chores at a very young age and don’t have so much free time 

to play. The discussion should raise issues such as different social 

expectations for boys and girls at a young age will later have an impact on 

individual self esteem, confidence, potential and well-being. 
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Tehseen: Girl 
 
 

Tehseen is an eight year old girl. She studies 
in class three and comes back from school at 
1.00 0’clock everyday. She is the third of five 
children. 
 
Please answer the following questions: 
 

• What does Tehseen do when she comes 
home from school? 

• What do Tehseen and her friends do in their 
spare time? 

• What household chores does Tehseen help 
in? 

• What is Tehseen’s favourite game? 

• What is Tehseen’s favourite subject? 

• What does Tehseen want to be when she 
grows up? 

• What does Tehseen want for her birthday? 
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Tehseen: Boy 
 
Tehseen is an eight year old boy. He 
studies in class three and comes back 
from school at 1.00 0’clock everyday. He 
is the third of five children. 
 
Please answer the following questions: 
 

• What does Tehseen do when he comes 
home from school? 

• What do Tehseen and his friends do in 
their spare time? 

• What household chores does Tehseen 
help in? 

• What is Tehseen’s favourite game? 

• What is Tehseen’s favourite subject? 

• What does Tehseen want to be when he 
grows up? 

• What does Tehseen want for his 
birthday? 
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� Copies of handouts for each 

group 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
• Handout 1: Tehseen: Girl 
• Handout 2: Tehseen: Boy 
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Activity 3 
THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF 

GENDER
1,2
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Why this activity? 
 
The activity, ‘The Social Construction of Gender’,  explores how individuals are 
socialised into their roles as men and women and to identify the various agents and 
institutions in society that reinforce these gender roles. This is done by looking at 
how participants, as young children, were introduced to gender norms and roles. 
This activity is useful to help participants recognise how the process of socialisation 
works: both men and women in a particular society share understanding of how 
men and women are socialised and the value attached to these socially determined 
roles. It also highlights how both men and women are agents in the process of 
socialisation. The activity aims to illustrate how gender is constructed, maintained 
and reinforced. 
 

The concept of ‘gender’ is relatively new. In addition, it does not exist as a single 
word in many languages. For this reason it is important to develop a shared 
language on how to talk about culturally determined power relations and role 
differences between men and women. It may be that in some countries or with some 
groups, the word ‘gender’ is not used at all, but rather the concept is described in a 
way that makes sense to all participants. This activity as well as activity 2 should be 
used to develop a shared language and understanding between the facilitator and 
participants. Whatever word or words are used, they need to make clear the 
meaning of ‘gender’ as it is used in this manual. The way we are using gender is 
described as follows:   
 

 
What is meant by gender?

3
 

 

“The term gender refers to economic, social and cultural attributes and 

opportunities associated with being male and female. In most societies, being 

a man or a woman means not only having different biological 

characteristics, but facing different expectations about the appearance, qualities, 

1
 Xaba, M. and Varkey, S. Women’s Health Project Gender and Health Course: Facilitator’s Guide. 

Women’s Health Project. School of Public Health. University of the Witwatersrand. Johannesburg 2000. 
2
 International Training Initiative on Gender and Reproductive Health, Transforming Health Systems, 

Gender and Rights in Reproductive Health: A curriculum for Health Managers. WHO Geneva 2001 

(forthcoming). 
3
Department for Democracy and Social Development, Health Division, Handbook for Mainstreaming. A 

Gender Perspective in the Health Sector, Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency, 1997: 

chapter 1:1. 

 

 1 hour, 30 minutes 



 31

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

16 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Individual 
work 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Objectives 

 

• to identify the social processes and institutions which shape our 
understanding of what it means to be a boy or a girl, a man or a woman 

 

• to understand how individuals experience the moment of recognition that 
they are a boy or a girl 

 

• to understand that the concept of ‘gender norms’ refers to the values 
societies associate with being a boy or a girl, a woman or a man 

 

• to identify how gender norms not only identify the difference between a girl 
or a boy, a man or a woman, but value manhood over womanhood 

 

How to do the activity 
 

This session consists of three steps. The first is an individual activity in which each 
participant writes down his/her first experience of realising that he or she was 
‘different’ from members of the opposite sex. The second activity consists of sharing 
these experiences in pairs. The third activity is a plenary discussion which centres 
around specific experiences narrated, and tries to collate information to build a 
general picture of how each of them were socialised into gender roles. 
 

Step 1: 15 minutes 
 

In addition to remembering their first experience of realising the gender 
difference, ask each individual to think as far back as possible in their lives 
and recall one incident when he first realised that if he was a girl instead of a 
boy, or vice versa, meant that he was expected to behave differently and was 
treated differently. Emphasise that we are asking participants to remember 
behavioural not physical differences. If they are  
 

behaviour and work appropriate to being male or female. Relations between 

women and men - whether in family, workplace or public sphere – also reflect 

understandings of talents, characteristics and behaviour appropriate to women and 

men. Gender thus differs from sex in that it is social and cultural in nature rather 

than biological. Gender attributes and characteristics vary among societies and 

change over time.” 
 

Gender norms are the way that society expects women and men to behave. These 

norms are not only about differences in how women or men, girls or boys should 

behave. They are also about different values associated with being a girl or a boy, a 

woman or a man. For example, in some societies families rejoice when a boy is born, 

but mourn when a girl is born. This indicates that boys and girls are not only 

considered to be different from each other, but that the gender norm is that boys 

are valuable to society, whereas girls are not. As another example, in most societies 

it is considered acceptable for a man to beat his wife or daughters, but not 

acceptable for a woman to beat her husband. This indicates that women have less 

value than men. 
 

Gender roles are one part of gender norms. “Roles” refers to the activities which 

are considered appropriate and acceptable for boys or girls, men or women. We 

will explore gender roles in more detail in Activity 5. 
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Small group 
work 

 

 
Plenary 

discussion 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Note to 

facilitator 
 
 

thinking of physical changes at puberty then perhaps they are not thinking 
back far enough. 
 

They must try to remember: 
 

• how old they were 
 

• who was involved 
 

• where the incident took place 
 

• what the incident was about 
 

• how they felt about it 
 

Step 2: 15 minutes 
 

Ask participants to get into pairs and share their stories. 
 

Step 3: 1 hour  
 

Call the group back together. On a flip chart have columns for age, people 
involved, where, what the incident was about, and feelings associated with it. 
Ask each pair to report on the other person’s story to the large group and 
write the essential details under specific columns. 
 

Go through each column. Discuss results from each variable (age, people 
involved, where, what the incident was about, feelings associated with it), ask 
the group to identify similarities and differences, and make these clear if they 
do not come out. 

 

1 
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Points to bring out in discussion 
 

Age 
 
The youngest age is usually interesting to note as it makes the point about 
how early socialisation begins. The usual range is 5-10 years. 
 

People involved 
 

Family members, peers, teachers and people in the school and religious 
institutions are usually the first groups of people who influence a child’s 
life. To start moving beyond childhood ask the question, ‘Later on in life 
who continued to treat you differently from boys/girls or had different 
expectations from you?’  Colleagues at work, men and women in social 
circles, media are usually mentioned. 
 

Where 
 

This often corresponds with the kind of people involved, at  home at play, 
in school or church, with peers and teachers and adults in general. Later in 
life, the list of where the reinforcement of similar messages occurs gets 
extended to include workplace, social circles and media. Make the point 
that these are social institutions  which reinforce social norms and values 
that girls and boys, women and men are not only different from each other 
but also are not equal; that boys and men have more value than women. 
You should be able to use an example given by a participant to illustrate 
this, particularly where participants describe how they felt at the time.  
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What the incident was about 
 

Usually this includes: 
 

a) Division of labour along sex lines: the kind of household chores girls are 
expected to do as opposed to boys, such as: girls work inside the house 
and boys outside; girls work for others in the house, e.g. cook, wash 
dishes and clean house; girls do things for boys that boys can do but are 
not expected to do e.g.  serve food, clean and wash.  

 

b) Physical segregation of boys and girls: in many cultures especially in 
Asia, physical segregation starts at an early age. Experiences narrated 
often include being told not to play with members of the opposite sex, or 
not to engage in any activity that will bring them in physical contact 
with members of the opposite sex.  

 

c) The kinds of games girls and boys play: girls are encouraged to be soft 
and gentle and boys rough. Their toys also differ 

 

d) Where they play: often girls play inside the house or within earshot and 
eyesight while boys can go far and be unreachable. This may be linked 
to the household chores, e.g. the reason why girls are not to go far may 
be because they have to keep an eye on the cooking pots. It may also be 
that the tasks girls have to perform leave so little time for play in 
between that they cannot afford to go very far.  

 

e) Mobility: under the pretext of protecting girls, their movements are 
controlled, and known by everyone, while it is acceptable that boys can 
be anywhere without anyone knowing where they are. Later, men’s 
mobility and migration increases, making them vulnerable to infection, 
that may also affect their partners. 

 

f) Emotional responses: girls and boys are expected to respond differently 
to the same stimulus; while it is acceptable for girls to cry, for boys it is 
seen as a ‘weakness’, girls are encouraged to bear pain because it is a 
way of life while boys are expected to avoid situations that will inflict 
pain on them.  

 

g) Intellectual responses: girls are to be seen not heard and there is an 
expectation that girls are not to talk or express their opinion. Also 
because in Pakistan parents expect much more from boys than girls, 
usually boys are sent to school whereas girls are not. 

 
How they felt 
 

In most groups, women express negative feelings towards the specific 

incident: feelings of resentment, anger, disappointment, frustration, 

confusion, feeling “less than the other”, rejection, isolation, and loneliness. 

Men, on the other hand, have often expressed positive feelings: “feeling better 

than,” “feeling like a man”, “feeling powerful and respected”. 
 



 34

 

 
 

Main points 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

� Paper and pens for each participant. 
� Prepared sheets of flipchart paper 

with age, people involved, where, 
what the incident was about, and 
feelings associated with it, written on 
them. 

� Markers. 
� Something to stick the flipchart with 

on the wall. 
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A
c
tiv
ity
 3
 

 
 

 

Main points to come out: 
 

From the exercise participants will have seen how society treats boys and 
girls differently, and expects them to behave differently from each other. 
Society also values boys and girls differently. These differences are known as 
‘gender’ differences. At this point you can use the definition of ‘gender’ 
presented under ‘Why this activity’ to explain the concept to participants. 
You can also come to an agreement about what wording you will use for 
‘gender’ for the rest of the course.  
 

In addition, draw out the following points: 
 

• Gender norms and roles are learnt, and are not ‘natural’: boys and 
girls are systematically taught to be different from each other. 

 

• Socialisation into gender norms begins early in life. 
 

• This includes learning to be different in terms of: 
 

• Appearance and dress 
 

• Activities and pastimes 
 

• Behaviour 
 

• Emotions displayed 
 

• Responsibilities 
 

• Intellectual pursuits and so on 

• Gender norms are taught and reinforced by various social 
institutions: family, school, church, society as represented by peers 
and neighbours, to mention a few. 

 

• Women play as significant a role as men in socialising girls and boys 
into their gender roles. 

 

• Society prescribes specific roles for girls and boys, women and men, 
but values them differently. In almost all societies girls and women 
are valued less than boys and girls. This unequal value is the source 
of discrimination and oppression for women and accounts for the 
inferior status given to women in society. 
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Activity 4 
 

Masculinity and Femininity 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Why do this activity? 
 

Most of us are biologically born female or male, but learn how to be girls and boys who 

grow into women and men. During the process of growing up, we realize that there are 

certain biological differences in our bodies such as that men can't have babies. Most of us 

also learn that society applies different rules of behaviour for men and women, rules that 

have little to do with our biological differences. Society typically constructs men and 

women almost as if they are two sides of the same coin: dominant/submissive, 

aggressive/passive, authoritative/docile, tough/frail. These qualities are not just harmless 

attributes; embedded in them are gender roles and scripts that many of us will subscribe to 

for the rest of our lives. 

Gender norms that interfere with the knowledge and attitude of women and men about 

sexual risks and HIV/STI prevention are linked to attitudes and behaviours that contribute 

to individual risk of HIV. For example the high value placed on women’s virginity in some 

societies like Pakistan for example, may affect their vulnerability to HIV. Women are also 

more likely to engage in high-risk behaviours in societies where women are socialized to 

‘please’ men and defer to male authority. In addition, violence and non-consensual sex 

against women are growing concerns that have grave consequences for HIV prevention. 

 

Objectives  

 

• To demonstrate that characteristics termed as feminine or masculine are socially 

constructed  

• To analyze the effects of notions of femininity and masculinity on health related 

issues (with an emphasis on HIV) 

• To understand that gender norms are not static 
 

 

 

 1 hour 
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How to do the activity 
 

Step 1:  
Brainstorm (with the group) all the words describing ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ 

characteristics (you can ask for ‘stereotypical’ descriptions if your group seems very 

gender sensitive) and put the words on a flip chart divided into the following two 

columns: masculine and feminine. 
 

Step 2:  
 
Ask the participants why there is a difference between the two. How do participants feel 

about the characteristics when they think about themselves?  Do any of these ‘masculine’ 

or ‘feminine’ traits exist within each person? 

 

Discussion: 
 

During the discussion it should come out that every individual can have both masculine 

and feminine traits, e.g. a man can be nurturing, although it is generally considered a 

‘feminine’ trait.  These traits are not biological but learned.  The facilitator should lead 

the discussion on the issue that attaching fixed roles to male and female can limit their 

potential and future opportunities.  Ask them to reflect on issues such as restrictions that 

accompany gender roles or stereotypes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Step 3:  
 

From the above discussion draw out the main characteristics of a ‘typical’ man and 

woman. Write on the flip chart 
 

SOCIETY typically constructs 

 

Man as Woman as 

Aggressive, Authoritative, Bold 

Breadwinner 

Abstinent, Chaste, Docile, Domestic, 

Frail, submissive 

Promiscuous, Proud, Reckless, Tough, 

Violent 

Monogamous, Obedient, Sacrificing, 

Timid, Shy 
 

Possible outcomes: 

 

• Women may not be allowed to work (restricted access to services, information, 

economic empowerment) 

• Women are expected to be submissive, innocent and subject to notions of virginity, 

motherhood, that is having a number of children especially male, pleasing men i.e.  

fulfilling man’s sexual desire etc. 
• Men are often uninformed especially young husbands. They are also unable to 

express their emotions, and may not be able to ask for help or information.  
• Both men and women are vulnerable, women more. 
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Step 4:  
Now divide participants into groups and ask them to fill in the handout about different 

responses a HIV positive woman and man may have. 

OR: ask for two volunteers, a man and a woman, to play out the roles of a ‘typical’ man 

and woman (based on the above discussions) and ask them to respond to the questions 

in the handout. You may probe after each question if you want to bring out a particular 

point but avoid long debates. 

Discussion  
Gender roles typically place women in positions of powerlessness vis-à-vis men which 

makes both men and women vulnerable to HIV/AIDS. A 'real' man is one who does as 

he pleases, never mind the risks for his female partner which makes women more 

vulnerable to HIV/AIDS. A 'good' woman would never dream of asking her husband to 

wear a condom, even in the age of HIV/AIDS. Ultimately, gender expectations that 

compel men and women to be 'real' men and 'good' women end up making both sexes 

more vulnerable to HIV/AIDS. 

At the individual level, this social construction translates into typical 'gendered' 

attitudes and behaviours such as those expressed in the above statements. These 

statements reveal that the risk of getting HIV is a gendered risk, one that strongly 

depends on the actions and behaviours of individual men and women playing out gender 

roles that society has constructed for them. 

Fulfilling the role of dominant/dominated makes women vulnerable to infection in many 

ways. Economic dependence means that women who are at risk have no options; they 

must continue to live in a situation that places them at risk. But living in situations of 

continuing dependence exposes women to risks in a more fundamental way: they can 

never develop the sense of self that is necessary for one to even conceive of reducing 

one's risk. 

 
 

 

 
• Social construction is translated into individual  

behaviours and attitudes 
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Social construction is translated into 
individual behaviours and attitudes 
 

 

Question Response 

HIV positive Men HIV positive women 

1-Are you worried about 

infecting the partner you 

are going to marry? 

"So what if I’m positive? I 

won’t tell her"  

"My parents decide who l will 

marry"  

2-Why don’t you use 

condoms? 

"I don't like wearing 

condoms"  

"My partner refuses to wear 

condoms"  

3-Are you in a 

monogamous relationship? 

"I have sex with different 

women every week"  

"My man sleeps with other 

women"  

4- (a) Does your partner 

ask you where you were 

when you’re late? 

(b) Can you ask your 

partner where he/she went 

 

"I am a man - l can do as I 

please"  

 

”Yes I have the authority to 

ask her where she went” 

(a) I am afraid to tell him for 

fear of his anger or he can beat 

me up 

(b)"He may beat me if l ask him 

where he went"  

5-Explain what happened 

(accusation of rape) 

"I forced her to sleep with 

me"  

"I was raped last year"  

6-Do you think you should 

visit a doctor after the last 

episode of unsafe sex? 

"Why go to a doctor 

unnecessarily?"  

"My family only takes me to a 

doctor if l am very ill"  

7-Maybe you should break 

off the marriage? 

"I support her - she should 

do what l want"  

"How can l leave him? I have 

no money of my own"  
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Activity 5 
 

DIVISION OF LABOUR 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Why do this activity? 
 
The concept of ‘gender’ is complex. The following activities deepen 
participants’ understanding of the concept of ‘gender’. They also provide 
them with tools for gender analysis, to understand the concepts of ‘division 
of labour’ and ‘gender roles’. The ability to analyse the division of labour in 
the social context, is a central building block for gender analysis. It allows 
participants to see how work done by women and men are differently 
valued. The under-valuation of women’s work is one aspect of their overall 
lower social status. Women in domestic work mean that they work 
extremely long hours, especially where they are also engaged in wage work 
or agricultural activities. The activity draws participants’ attention to 
women’s dual role which leads to unequal stress and burden which may 
have negative implications for their health.  
 

Objectives  

 
• to identify the different roles that men and women play 
 

• to identify the different values associated with these roles 
 

• to identify the impact of  different roles played by men and women on 
their health 

 

• to identify how the low economical valuation of women’s roles 
impacts on their health and HIV/AIDS. 

 

• to be able to use concepts of ‘division of labour’ and ‘gender roles’ 
and identify how to reduce the disparity between men and women. 

 

How to do the activity 
 

Step 1: 30 minutes 
 

Distribute Handout: ‘The 24-hour day
6
.’ 

1 
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6
 Adapted from Williams, S., Seed J. and Mwau, A., The Gender Training Manual, Oxford, Oxfam, 1994:181. 

 

 1 hour, 40 minutes  

 

Handout 
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Small group 
work 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Plenary 

discussion 
 

Ask the participants to form groups of about 4 - 6 people. Each group 
should choose one social group of which they have personal knowledge - 
such groups may be farmers, shanty-town dwellers, etc. Ensure that each 
group has chosen a different social group.  
 

Ask the group to imagine a typical day in the lives of a wife and husband 
from the social group they have chosen. 
 

Using the framework  provided in the handout, ask the group to list the 
tasks performed by the wife and husband in a household over 24 hours on a 
sheet of flipchart paper. The participants need to fill in the activity the 
person is doing at the time indicated, whether it is paid work, and what the 
pay is per hour.  
 

Once they have filled in the table, they need to calculate the number of hours 
each person works, and the total pay they receive per day. 
 

Put the tables from all the groups on the wall.  
 

Step 2: 5 minutes 
 

Walk around the room with participants and make a note of common points 
from the charts on the wall. 
 

Step 3: 30 minutes 
 

Bring the groups to plenary. Using the questions below, draw out the 
common points from the tables. 
 
 

 

1. What was your first impression when you saw the charts by woman and 
man? 

 

2. What differences do you notice in the way men and women spend their 
day? 

 
3. What differences do you notice in the way men and women spend their 

spare time? 
 
4. What do you notice about what work is paid and what is not? 
 
5. What are the consequences of this on the income of men and women? 
 
6. Does it leads to gender disparity? If yes, then why and what are the 

possible outcomes? 
 
7. What are some of the consequences of these differences on women’s 

health? 
 
8. What are some of the consequences of these differences on men’s health? 
 
9. What are some of the consequences of these on society? 
 
10. Discuss factors that could distribute the workload more evenly and how 

to address any other imbalances. 
 

Points that may arise: 
 

• Women and men do different things during the day. 
 

• Women usually work longer hours. 
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Main conclusions to draw out 
 

In concluding this section, you should introduce participants to the concept of 
‘division of labour’. This refers to different socially constructed roles of men 
and women. Thus women taking responsibility for cooking, and men for cattle, 
is an example of a ‘division of labour’ which is normative in many societies. The 
different tasks that are considered ‘men’s work’ and ‘women’s work’ are called 
‘gender roles’. Girls are raised expecting to perform such gender roles as 
cleaning the house, while boys are raised expecting to perform such gender roles 
as fixing cars or looking after cattle. In contemporary society, people often make 
the distinction between ‘productive’ and ‘reproductive’ roles. You may want to 
discuss this with your participants if they are familiar with these terms. 
‘Productive’ work refers to work which is outside of the home and contributes 
to the economy; ‘reproductive’ work refers to work which allows people to grow 
up and contribute to the economy. This means not only the work to raise 
children, but the daily work of cooking, cleaning, ironing and the like which are 
necessary to allow workers to go out each day to produce. While increasingly 
women do productive work as men do, they still take most responsibility for 
reproductive work.  
 
The division of labour into gender roles is not only about differences between 
what society expects men and women to do. It is about the social understanding 
of the value of roles that women and men play.  
 
For example although women’s housework and nurturing responsibility are 
socially valued and recognised by religion, culture and society, it does not give 
them a say in decision-making. However if men are engaged in domestic chores 
they have decision-making power. But women engaged in productive activities 
do not necessarily acquire the authority to make decisions. This leads to the 
ultimate consequences of lesser education, economic disempowerment and low 
health status of women. Draw out that the value must be replaced with 
economic valuation. 
 
The long hours that women work, and lack of recognition of value of this work 
has serious implications on women’s physical and mental health. 
This suggests that it is time for men to start sharing reproductive work, and 
domestic tasks with women. 
 
Draw out that the division of labour between women and men in most cultures 
is unequal, such that women’s excessive workload has a negative impact on their 
health. That is, unequal gender roles are damaging to women’s health. 
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• Men usually have more leisure time. 

• Women have more varied tasks, sometimes doing more than one 

thing at a time. 

• Even when women work outside the home, they do a substantial 

amount of household work as well. 

• Men’s work is usually outside the home. 

• More of women’s work is unpaid compared to men’s work. 

• Women are usually paid less money than men for the paid work 

that they do. 
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Note to 
facilitator 

 
 
 
 

 
Note to 
facilitator 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Divide participants into groups and ask them to read and discuss the case 

study ‘Saima’s Story’ in light of the following points, and present the 

findings in plenary: 

 

• Highlight how gender and the status of a woman in the household 

determine her sexual and reproductive health, and health seeking 

behaviour. 

• Discuss why Fareed was not willing to consult any health care 

provider for treatment of the couple’s infertility. 

 

Divide participants into groups, ask them to read ‘The Case of Soofia’, 

discuss and answer the following questions which will then be discussed in 

plenary: 

 

1. What productive and reproductive work/tasks did Soofia do? 

2. Identify the productive and reproductive tasks for which she was 

individually paid. 

3. Analyse the reasons for Soofia’s ill-health which ultimately lead to 

her death. 
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Handout 
 

Action 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Handout 
 

Step 4: 5  minutes 
 

Give out Handout: ‘The lie of the land’ 

 

Ask one participant to read the cartoon. 

 

The purpose of this cartoon is to illustrate that researchers, women 

themselves and men- - all members of society  - often fail to see that domestic 

labour constitutes work. 

 

Step 5: 10 minutes 
 
Give out Handout: ‘Working Women’ 

 

Allow time for participants to read it. 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

� Flipchart paper. 
� Markers. 
� Something to stick pieces of paper 

to the wall with. 
� Copies of Handouts for each 

participant. 

 
 
• Handout: The 24-hour day 
• Handout: The lie of the land 
• Handout: Working Women 
• Handout: Case studies  

       i) Saima’s Story 
       ii) The Case of Soofia 
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1 am 

   
1 am 

 
 

 

2 am   2 am   

3 am   3 am   

4 am   4 am   

5 am   5 am   

6 am   6 am   

7 am   7 am   

8 am   8 am   

9 am   9 am   

10 am   10 am   

11 am   11 am   

12 noon   12 noon   

1 pm   1 pm   

2 pm   2 pm   

3 pm   3 pm   

4 pm   4 pm   

5 pm   5 pm   

6 pm   6 pm   

7 pm   7 pm   

8 pm   8 pm   

9 pm   9 pm   

10 pm   10 pm   

11 pm   11 pm   

12 pm   12 pm   

TOTAL HRS 
WORKED 

 TOTAL 
DAY’S 
EARNIN
GS 

TOTAL HRS 
WORKED 

 TOTAL 
DAY’S 
EARNIN
GS 

      

Country: 
Social Group: 
 

 

MAN’S PAID WAGE WOMAN’S PAID WAGE 

ACTIVITY YES/NO PER 
HR 

ACTIVITY YES/NO PER 
HR 



 45

 
 
M
o
d
u
le
   1
  
• 
 H
a
n
d
o
u
t 2
 
• 
 
A
c
tiv
ity
 

5

 
 

 

 

 The lie of the land 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

    Williams, S., Seed, J. and Mwau, A., The Gender Training Manual. Oxford, Oxfam, 1994. 185 
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Working Women 
 

Women and girls are Kenya’s breadwinners 
 

• Women in rural Kenya work on average about 56 hours a week, men only about 42. Children between the ages of 8 
and 16 also work many hours. If time spent for education is counted, girls spend about 41 hours a week in economic 
activity, boys 35 hours. 
 

• Women shoulder the heaviest burden in household work, including firewood and water collection: 10 times the hours 
of men. This carries over to girls, whose household work takes about 3.7 times the hours of boys. 
 

• Women in households that farm such cash crops as tea and coffee work the most of any rural women - 62 total hours 
a week. As Kenya’s farming becomes more cash-oriented, women tend to shoulder more work, not less. 

 
Source: Githinji 1995, as quoted in UNDP, Human Development Report 1995, Box 4.1, Page 92. 

Women do 56% of the work in Venezuela 
 

• In Venezuela, women are a minority in the labour force, but they work more total hours than men, according to a 
study of urban time use by the central bank. Time is divided into five categories: income-earning activities, household 
activities, personal care, studying, and social activities and leisure. 
 

• Men have a distinct advantage over women in income earning activities: 6 hours a day as compared with only 2.25. 
But women’s time in household work is a striking 11.5 multiple of men’s time. Men’s overall advantage shows up in 
10% more time enjoyed in social activities and leisure. 
 

• In 1988, women and men spent 12.3 billion hours in work that is counted to be of economic value: men 8.9 billion 
hours and women, 3.4 billion. But if all working hours are counted, women contribute 12.9 billion hours and men, 9.7 
billion. So 56% of Venezuela’s work is done by women. 

 
Source: Urdanta-Ferran 1994, as quoted in UNDP, Human Development Report 1995, Box 4.2, Page 93. 
 

WOMEN IN RURAL AREAS IN BANGLADESH WORK FOR 545 
MINUTES PER DAY 
 

• 78% women in Bangladesh are employed in the agriculture as compared to 54% men. 8% of the women workforce is 
absorbed in industry as compared to 11% of the men. 

• Women in rural areas in Bangladesh work for 545 minutes per day whereas men in rural areas work for 496 minutes 
per day. 

• Gender empowerment measure is minimal in Bangladesh as compared to Pakistan and Indonesia. Women hold a 
meager 2% seats in parliament and female legislators, senior officials and managers hold 8% of the total posts and 
female technical workers make up 25%. 

• Female labour force is diminutive in Bangladesh as compared to Pakistan. 10% of the female labour force (age 15-24) 
is unemployed as compared to 11% of the male labour force. In 1990, 2% of the female labour force was unemployed 
as compared to 3% of the male labour force. The last decade has witnessed a sharp rise in the unemployed female and 
male labour force. 

    (Source: UNDP, Human Development Report 2003, pages: 233-   324)  

• Adult literacy rate (15 and above) is 30.8% for female and 49.9% for male. 
 

International Training Initiative on Gender and Reproductive Health, Transforming Health Systems, 
Gender and Rights in Reproductive Health: A Curriculum for Health Managers, WHO Geneva 2001 
(forthcoming). 
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Working Women 
 
 

66% WOMEN ARE ENGAGED IN AGRICULTURE IN PAKISTAN 
 

• Women in rural Pakistan make up 66% of the workforce as compared to 41% of men in agriculture. 11% of women are tied 
to the industry as compared to 20% of men. 

• Adult literacy rate (15 and above) is 28.8% for females and 58.2% for males. The low literacy rate accounts for more labour 
intensive work for women as agriculture. 
(Source: UNDP, Human Development Report 2003, page: 312) 

• Pakistan Establishment Division Statistics indicate that out of the total number of 175189 employees in the Federal 
Government, 165802 are male and women employees are only 9387, of which 1898 are in the officer category. That makes 
5.4% of female employees. 

• In Pakistan women labour participation has risen gradually and men labour participation has declined since 1980s. 
Pakistan’s average female labour force growth rate was 4% in 1980-90 and 4.9% in 1990-95 and 5.1% in 1995-98. The rate 
of male labour force growth has declined from 3.2% in 1980-90 to 2.5% in 1990-95 and 2.7% in 1997-98. 
(Source: Pakistan Economic Survey 2003-04) 

• Women hold 20.6% of the total seats in parliament and female legislators, senior officials and managers hold 9% of the total 
posts and female professional and technical workers make up 26%. 
(Source: UNDP, Human Development Report 2003, page: 324) 

• Youth unemployment rate has raised manifold in the last decade. 29% of the female labour force age 15-24 is unemployed 
as compared to 11% of the male labour force. In 1990 just 1% of the female labour force was unemployed as compared to 
6% of male labour force. 
(Source: UNDP, Human Development Report 2003, page: 233) 

• In Pakistan 62% home economic contribution is from women. 
 

 
 
 
WOMEN IN GOVERNMENT AT MINISTERIAL LEVEL CONSTITUTE 
5.9% OF THE TOTAL IN INDONESIA 
 

• Women in government at ministerial level constitute 5.9% of the total in Indonesia. 8% of the total seats in 
parliament are held by women. The women received right to vote and to stand for election in1945. 

• There is not a distinguished disparity in the employment by economic activity between female and male 
populations in Indonesia. 42% of the women in Indonesia are working in agriculture as compared to 41% 
men. 16% of the women workforce is assimilated in industry as compared to 21% men. 

• Women in Indonesia share a large burden of work as compared to men. Women in urban areas of 
Indonesia work for 398 minutes per day whereas men in urban areas work for 366 minutes per day. 

• Adult literacy rate (15 years and above) is 82.6% for females and 92.1% for male. 
 (Source: UNDP, Human Development Report 2003, pages: 312-   329) 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 International Training Initiative on Gender and Reproductive Health, Transforming Health Systems, 
Gender and Rights in Reproductive Health: A Curriculum for Health Managers, WHO Geneva 2001 
(forthcoming). 
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Saima’s Story 
 

 

Saima and Fareed are daily wage agricultural labourers and live in a 

village near Lahore. They have been married for four years but do not 

have any children. Saima’s husband and his family have been harassing 

her for three years and blame her for not having borne a child. She is 

depressed and does not attend any special functions in the village. 

She has tried all local traditional remedies without success. Some 

months ago she asked the local lady health worker (LHW) for help. The 

LHW told her that she and her husband should go for a check up to the 

Rural Health Centre. When she told Fareed, he was very angry and beat 

her up because she dared to suggest that there was a problem with him, 

and was not willing to go with her. 

During a visit to her parents’ home she visited the hospital. The doctor 

did some tests and said she would need to come back for more tests and 

also asked her to bring her husband along. Saima never went back to the 

hospital after that. She was afraid to ask her husband or his family, there 

was never any time, nor was there money to go to the hospital in town 

for the treatment. Fareed’s family now wants him to leave Saima at her 

mother’s home and get married again.  
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The Case of Soofia 
 

Soofia, fifteen years of age, lived in Karachi. She fell in love with Saleh, ran away 

with him to get married and went to live in a village in the interior of Sindh. As 

they could not afford a house of their own they lived with Saleh’s cousin and his 

family. Soon after the marriage, Soofia’s husband began neglecting her. He did not 

take good care of her and maltreated her. 

Two months after her marriage, she became pregnant. She constantly had pain, but 

since she was so young, lacked knowledge and had no elderly family member to 

guide her, she did not know how to take care of herself. Every day she was 

burdened with household chores as well as work in the fields with her husband.  

She ate very little and as days passed by she became weaker and weaker. When she 

wanted to visit the local health centre her husband would not take her; and as she 

had no money of her own she was unable to go herself.  

Then when the time of delivery came and she started having labor pains, her 

husband called the local TBA (Traditional Birth Attendant). After examining 

Soofia, the TBA said that she could not deliver at home and referred her to the 

hospital in the city. But Soofia’s husband did not have the money to take her to the 

hospital. That whole night Soofia cried in pain. The next morning her sister-in-law 

sold her jewellery and took her to the hospital where she delivered a stillborn baby 

girl. During the childbirth Soofia started having fits. The doctor said that because 

of the delay in bringing her to the hospital, the infection from the dead baby had 

spread in her body and she needed proper treatment. But her husband again refused 

to have her treated. Soon afterwards she developed asthma. Six months later as a 

result of inadequate care, poor nutrition, and lack of treatment, she died. 
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Activity 6 
 

ACCESS TO AND CONTROL 
 

OF RESOURCES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Why do this activity? 
 
This activity identifies how men and women have differential access to 
resources - whether economic, political/decision-making, informational, 

internal, or of time
7
. It unravels how different types of resources, as a result of 

gender norms in society, are distributed in favour of men, and thereby limit 
women’s ability to develop to their full potential, and in many cases actually 
undermine women’s health. This tool, linked with division of labour from the 
previous exercise, is necessary in order to build participants’ ability to identify 
the diverse dimensions of gender inequality underlying health problems and 
health services that they want to address. 
 

Objectives 
 

• to describe the range of resources which people use 
 

• to identify the different impact of having access to a resource as 
opposed to control over a resource 

 

• to identify the patterns of women and men’s access and control  over 
resources in their country and community 

 

• to identify the impact of women’s lesser control over resources on their 
health 

 

How to do this activity 
 

Step 1: 5 minutes 
 
You should have decided what roles you want participants to play - see 
Handout: ‘Role play’. 
 
 

7
Information on types of resources taken from Women Health and Development, Workshop on 

Gender, Health and Development, Washington D.C., Pan American Health Organization, 1997: 

43-47 

 

 1 hour 30 minutes 
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Main points 
 

Ask for two people, preferably a man and a woman, to volunteer to do a role 
play. Take them to one side and give each of them their role and ask them to 
think about how they will play this role. Do not let the other actors or the 
participants see the roles. Tell the actors that they will have about 3 minutes 
for the role play. 
 

Then tell the group that they will be watching a role play. Remind them that a 
role play is when participants act different parts. They are not presenting their 
own views, but the roles that they have been asked to play. 
 

Step 2: 10 minutes 
 
Ask the actors to perform the role play. Do not allow them more than 3 
minutes. 
 

Ask the actor playing the woman: 
 

‘How did you feel playing this role?’ and let him respond. 
 

Ask the actor playing the man: 
 

‘How did you feel playing this role?’ and let her respond. 
 

Ask the group: 
 

‘Is this a real situation? Do things like this happen?’ and let them respond. 
 

Run a short plenary discussion asking the group: 
 

‘In the role play, what resources were being contested?’ 
 

Draw out from the role play which resources the man has control over and 
which, if any, the woman has control over. At this point the participants may 
not be familiar with the language of ‘access and control’ which you will 
introduce in the next step, so keep the points simple. The sorts of points which 
may come out of the role play include:  
 

• the woman had access to land. It was her husband’s land. However, she 
did not have the right to ownership or control over the vegetables she 
grew. Although she usually sold the vegetables and kept the money, her 
husband had the right to sell them and keep the money if he wanted to 
because he owned the land.  

 

• gender norms in their community were that men had control over 
decision-making at home. So he had the right to decide what to do with 
money he earned by selling vegetables.  

 

• men had access to information about where to get good prices for 
vegetables which women did not, since they were based at home and 
did not move around like men. 

 

Step 3: 40 minutes 
 
The issues that come up in the role-play give you an entry point for this step, a 
more formal process of guiding participants by explaining why the social 
construction of gender is about discrimination rather than just difference. 
 
 

1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A
c
tiv
ity
 6
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Definitions 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Overhead 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Handout 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Note to 

facilitators 
 
 

Begin by discussing the meanings of ‘access’ and ‘control’ and why having 
access to a resource is different from control. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Put up Overhead: ‘Relationship between control over resources and power’. 
 

Use this overhead to make the point that people who control resources have 
greater power in society than those who do not. Indicate that one feature of the 
gendered division of labour is that different roles are associated with 
differential access to and control over resources. It is predominantly men who 
have control of most resources, and women who do not, although the actual 
way this works differs between societies. 
 

These overall resources include those necessary for the promotion and 
protection of one’s health as well as the health of others. 
 

Go on to look at the different types of resources - give participants Handout: 
‘Range of resources’.  
 
Take participants through each dimension of the handout ‘Range of 
Resources’, leaving time for them to give examples of the different types of 
resources which are at stake. In relation to each resource ask how access to 
that resource might impact their health. 
 
The capacity to have access to and control over resources develops and 
strengthens internal resources that can enhance personal development; hence 
these resources have been included. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Access is the ability to use a resource.  
 
Control is the ability to make binding decisions about the use of a 
resource. The distinction between access to and control of certain 
resources is important because the ability to use a resource does not 
necessarily imply the ability to make decisions about the use of that same 
resource. For example, a woman may use land to grow food on. But the 
land may belong to her husband who decides whether to keep or sell it, 
and who owns the products of his wife’s agricultural work from that 
land. A woman may have access to a donkey for transport, but has no 
control over it if she does not decide who can use the donkey and when. 
If, for example, she needs to go to a clinic using the donkey, but her 
father-in-law who owns the donkey wants to use it to go to visit friends, 
then the woman’s need may not be met  - thus she has access to the 
donkey, but not control over its use. 
 
Indicate that the fact that women and men are socially assigned different 
roles and responsibilities (the division of labour between women and 
men) has direct implications on the level of access to and control over 
resources they have, which in turn affects their health and their ability to 
access health services.  
 

Give Examples of how access to, or control over resource might 
impact on health 
 
 

Elaborate the linkages between health and resources with examples 
(give as many examples as possible to make the participants 
understand the difference between the two). 
 

Examples  
 

i. Rearing goats and all the hard work involved, in rural areas is done by 
women mostly. However men take goats to the market to sell them and keep 
the money themselves, depriving women of their share of income. Thus 
women do not have any money with them to pay for transport to visit a clinic 
or to buy medicines when required. 

ii. Women work in cotton fields along with their husbands, sowing, weeding, 
picking cotton etc. But men sell cotton in the market, and keep the money, 
denying women their rights to an equitable share of income. This indirectly 
impacts on their health as they cannot pay for health care. 
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Economic resources 
 

• A woman may have access to funds through her husband who earns 
a wage or sells the household’s agricultural products for money. 
However, if it is her husband who decides if she can have the money 
she wants, then she does not have control over this resource. This 
means that if she wants to go to a clinic, but there are fees for 
services, then her husband determines her access to health care, or 
to transport to get there even if services are free.  

 

• A woman may have the right to live (access) in a house which 
belongs to her father, husband or son. However, in many situations 
women are legal minors. When the man who owns the house dies, 
the woman does not inherit. Her right to continue living in the house 
depends on the man who inherits. Thus she does not control her own 
security in relation to her home. 
 

• It is not only women who may have lesser control over economic 
resources. Age may determine when a man gains control over 
resources; class determines the quantity of economic resources that 
some men can access and control, in comparison to other men. 
Workers, for example, usually do not own the factories where they 
work, hence they have access to a means of earning income, but they 
do not control that means of earning income. Among workers, 
however, it is usually women who earn least income, since ‘women’s 
work’ is given less value than ‘men’s work’ in society. 

 

Political/decision-making resources 
 

• Women tend to have less access to political resources, such as the 
opportunity to stand for parliament. Women also have less access 
to control over decision-making about who goes to parliament. 
Most political parties are dominated by men at leadership level, 
thus it is men who will decide whether or not a woman can stand to 
be elected for parliament  
 

• In Pakistan there are 74 women in the national assembly, 100 
women in the senate, 17% women in parliamentary bodies and 
33% at the local bodies’ level. However women in government do 
not have decision-making powers as they are weak and feel 
intimidated, and have no voice or expression. 

 

• This applies likewise to decision-making positions in private sector 
companies, trade unions, and most traditional and tribal systems. 
In all cases the leadership tend to be men and it is they who control 
decision making.  

 

• Control over decision-making determines priorities in any 
institution: those who control local government may determine 
whether money should be spent on outreach from health centres or 
on a new sports field. If there are few women in decision-making 
positions, women’s needs and priorities may not be heard. 
However, gender is not the only determinant of who controls 
decision-making resources. National leadership tend to be urban so 
that rural people in general have less control over political decision-
making; rural women even less so. 

 

• The right to make decisions within the home is also a resource. In 
most homes, men have control over decisions about how the 
household’s income will be spent; and how the women and children 
will behave. For example in low-income households men and boys 
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get preference in food distribution. Therefore women including 
pregnant women, who require enough food, and girls are deprived of 
their nutritional needs. Similarly boys are more often sent to school 
than girls which causes further setback for them in all spheres of life. 
 

Information/education 
 

• Women often have less access to information and education than men. 
For example, in most parts of the world boys have substantially 
greater access to education than girls; in countries where many men 
are migrant workers, they may have greater access to information 
from newspapers and television than women in rural areas. 

 

• Given decision-making roles within the household, it is usually not 
women who control decision-making about their children’s access to 
education and whether girls will have the same educational 
opportunities as boys; or about what sorts of information comes into 
the household - whether money is spent on TV or radio or 
newspapers. 

 

• Decisions about which radio stations are listened to or which TV 
programmes are watched, are also often controlled by men, when both 
men and women are in the household. This may influence women’s 
access to satisfying recreation or information such as about political 
processes and opportunities for participation, or skills training 
provided through media. Women’s lesser access to internet, the fastest 
growing information resource, compounds their marginalisation.  

 

• Who has control over information? Production of information is one 
of the most powerful positions in society - whether it is the 
spokesperson for a tribal leader, or the owner of a multi-national 
television company like CNN. Most of these positions are held by men.  

 
Time 
 

• Time is a resource so far as one can make choices about how to use it. 
The previous activities on the division of labour between men and 
women showed unequal allocation of time spent on work (in addition 
to the problem that women’s labour at home is not given any 
monetary value). In addition, time is not elastic - there are only so 
many hours in a day. If all of these hours are spent on work, this 
means there is less time for leisure, for further education, or for 
community activity. Thus women’s lack of control over time further 
limits their options in life. 

 

• Control over time also arises in relation, for example, to access to 
health services. If a person has little time, they are not likely to use up 
time in making use of health services. Also, the opening times of a 
health service may determine whether or not a health service can meet 
various groups’ needs. For example, if men or women are employed in 
the formal workforce, and the clinic is only open during the hours at 
which they are at work, then they will not be able to access the clinic, 
unless their workplace allows them control over their time - to work 
flexible hours, for example, so they can access a health centre.  
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Handout 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Step 4: 5 minutes 
 

Distribute the Handout: ‘Differential access to and control of resources 

between men and women in selected South and East Asia countries’. 

 

Tell participants that the issues identified in the role play and through this 

activity’s discussions are similar all over the world. The overhead illustrates 

differences in access to and control over resources between a number of 

countries. This shows that the problem is not peculiar to specific countries. 
 

1 
 

 

 

� Copies of Handouts for each 
person. 
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• Overhead: Relationship between 
control over 
resources and power 

 

Internal resources 
 

• Discrimination can undermine a person’s sense of their own value. 
For example, if a woman does not have control over her own body  
- if the gender norms are such that she cannot decide or even 
negotiate if or when to have sexual relations, or if or when to have 
a child  - the feeling of worthlessness can make it hard for her to 
take control over other dimensions of her life. If a woman or a 
child is beaten up by her  husband or other family members, this 
reinforces society’s view that she is of little value and does not 
need protection. This undermines her ability to act, rather than 
being permanently acted upon by others. Thus a sense of self-
esteem, of value and of confidence are crucial resources to allow a 
person to take advantage of what opportunities there may be for 
personal development. 

 

• Even in a context where a person has little control over any of the 

above resources, if she has a sense of her own value, she is more 

likely to get involved in group activities, such as a women’s group, 

which could further build her ability to take control over her life. 

 

 
 

 Gurumurthy, A., Women’s Rights and Status. 

Questions of analysis and measurement, 

Gender in Development Monograph series 7. 

UNDP 1998. 
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• Handout: Differential access to and 
control of resources between 
men and women in selected 
South and East Asian countries 

• Handout: Range of resources 

• Handout: Role-play on access to and 
control over resources gives 
you some roles for volunteer 
actors to play. Decide if you 
want to use this role-play or to 
make different roles so that the 
role play will give you examples 
and issues you can use when 
describing the different kinds of 
roles and resources in society. 
The role play should also 
illustrate men and women’s 
differential access to and 
control over these resources. 
You do not make copies of the 
handout for participants. You 
just give each volunteer a copy 
of his or her role. 

 

 



 
5

7

 
                 

 

 

Relationship between control over 

resources and power 
 

 

Access to and control over 

Information Economic Political Time Internal 

POWER 

R  e  s  o  u  r  c  e  s  

Modu l e  1  •  O v e r h e a d  1  •  A c t i v i t y  4  
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 Differential access to and control of resources between men and  
Women in selected South and East Asia countries 

 Primary 
school 

enrolment1 

Secondary 
school 

enrolment1 

Percent 
illiterate 
>15 
years1 

Adult 
+ 15 

economic 
activity 
rate 

1995/972 

Percent 
women in 
the adult 
labour 
force 

1995/972 

Percent 
parliamentary 
seats in single 

lower 
chamber 
occupied by 
women 19992 

Percent 
women at 
ministerial 
level 
19982 
 
 
 

  W M W M W M W M    

 Banglades
h 

66 77 13 25 71 48 56 89 38 9 5 

 Cambodia 104 123 17 31 - - 76 82 53 8 - 

 Lao PDR 101 123 23 34 68 37 75 89 47 21 0 

 Nepal 96 129 33 51 77 42 57 86 40 6 3 

 Pakistan 45 101 17 33 70 41 13 82 13 2 7 

 Sri Lanka 108 110 78 72 11 6 41 78 36 5 13 

 Vietnam 111 115 46 48 9 5 29 82 49 26 0 

 
 

1
UNFPA, The State of the World Population, Lives Together Worlds Apart, Men and Women in a Time of Change, New York, 2000. 
2
United Nations, The World’s Women 2000, Trends and Statistics, New York, 2000. 

 

Modu l e  1  •  H a nd ou t  1  •  A c t i v i t y  6  



  

  

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

   

Range of resources 
Economic resources  

•     Remunerative Work 
•     Credit (with access/with access &  
control) 
•     Money 

Services 
•     Child care services 
•     Health services 
•     Social security, health insurance 
•     Facilities to carry out domestic 
tasks 
 

Basic needs 
•     Food  
•     Housing  
•     Transportation 
Technical 
•     Technology 
•     Equipment 
•     Skills training 
 

Political Resources 

•     Positions of leadership and mobilization of actors in decision-making 
positions 
•     Opportunities for communication, negotiation and consensus-building 

Information/Education 

•     Information to be able to make decisions to modify or change a situation, 
condition or problem 
•     Formal and informal education 
•     Non-formal education 
•     Opportunities to exchange information and opinions 

Time 

•     Hours of the day available for discretionary use 
•     Flexible paid hours 

Internal Resources 

•     Self-esteem 
•     Self-confidence 
•     The ability to express one's own interests and ideas 
 

   Women’s Health and Development, Workshop on Gender, health and Development,  

  Washington D.C. Pan American health Organisation, 1997: 13 

 

Mod u l e  1  •  H a n d o u t  2  •  A c t i v i t y  



  

 

   

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Role play on access to and 
control over resources 

 
Role 1: 

 

You are a woman. You work on your husband’s lands growing vegetables for the 
family to eat. Your husband does not work on the land. He works in the village. Your 
family eats some of the vegetables and the rest you sell at the market and this gives 
you some spending money. Otherwise you have no money of your own. Your 
husband does not give you money, he simply brings food and other necessities from 
the village. You need to have some money available, so that you can buy small gifts 
for your children, or pay for the clinic when you need to go. Your husband comes 
home and tells you that a friend of his has offered to sell your vegetable crop in a 
bigger town. 

 

 

Role 2: 
 

You are a man. You have a job in the village. Your wife grows vegetables. A 
friend of yours has offered to sell the vegetables in a bigger town for good 
money. You want to do this because you would have more money in your hands 

 

Modu l e  1  •  H a n d o u t  3  •  


