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Abstract:

Gender equality is a crucial determinant of health and well-being, shaping access to resources, opportunities,
and decision-making across societies. Health outcomes are not defined solely by biological factors but are
strongly influenced by social and economic structures. Inequalities in healthcare access, education,
employment, income, and protection from violence contribute to poor health outcomes, particularly for
women and marginalized groups. Conversely, gender equality improves maternal and child health, enhances
mental well-being, strengthens household economic security, and fosters safer communities. Global evidence
demonstrates that countries prioritizing gender-sensitive policies achieve better population health indicators
and progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Recognizing gender equality as a health
determinant is therefore essential for building inclusive, equitable, and resilient health systems.

Index Terms - Gender equality, Health determinant, Well-being, Social determinants of health, Sustainable
Development Goals, Women’s empowerment

INTRODUCTION

Health is shaped by a wide range of factors that extend beyond biology, including social, cultural, and
economic conditions. Among these, gender equality has emerged as a critical determinant of health and well-
being. The World Health Organization (WHO) defines gender as socially constructed roles and expectations
that influence opportunities and health outcomes. * When gender inequality is present, it manifests in unequal
access to healthcare, education, income, and social participation, ultimately leading to disparities in physical
and mental health. 2

In many societies, women are disadvantaged in healthcare access due to cultural restrictions, economic
dependence, and limited decision-making autonomy. 3 Similarly, rigid gender norms restrict men from seeking
care, particularly for mental health. These inequities demonstrate how deeply gender roles are connected to
health outcomes. Addressing them requires recognizing gender equality as central to both public health and
development agendas.
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1. Healthcare Access

Gender equality has a direct impact on who can seek and receive healthcare. In many communities, women
face barriers such as financial dependence and lack of autonomy, which delay or prevent them from accessing
services. ® These obstacles are particularly evident in maternal healthcare, where delays contribute to
preventable maternal deaths. Empowered women are more likely to seek antenatal care, deliver with skilled
attendants, and vaccinate their children. 4 Similarly, reducing stigma around men’s health-seeking behaviours
allows greater use of mental health services.

2. Maternal and Child Health

Empowerment of women through education and economic independence leads to healthier outcomes for
mothers and children. Women with autonomy are better able to adopt family planning, delay early
pregnancies, and seek professional care during childbirth, reducing maternal complications and child
mortality. * These benefits demonstrate how gender equality directly influences reproductive health outcomes.

3. Mental Health and Emotional Well-Being

Gender inequities also manifest in psychosocial health. Women disproportionately experience violence,
harassment, and the burden of unpaid work, increasing risks of depression, anxiety, and stress. > Conversely,
societal expectations often discourage men from expressing vulnerability or seeking help, leading to untreated
psychological issues. Gender equality fosters supportive environments, equitable family roles, and safer
workplaces, all of which contribute to improved mental health.

4. Economic Independence and Nutrition

Access to employment and equal pay strengthens household resources and improves nutrition and healthcare
access. Income controlled by women is more likely to be invested in children’s health and education,
contributing to intergenerational well-being. © Wage disparities and occupational segregation, however,
perpetuate malnutrition and poor health outcomes. Thus, gender equality in economic participation is a
powerful determinant of well-being.

5. Education and Health Awareness

Educational attainment is a strong predictor of health. Educated women are more likely to delay marriage, use
contraception, seek antenatal services, and adopt healthier practices for.themselves and their children. ”
Education also promotes awareness of nutrition, hygiene, and disease prevention. For men, dismantling rigid
stereotypes in education encourages healthier behaviours and broader life choices. Reducing gender gaps in
education, therefore, enhances health literacy and community health.

6. Gender-Based Violence and Safety

Gender inequality contributes to widespread violence, including domestic abuse, sexual assault, and harmful
practices such as early marriage. Survivors of such violence often face injuries, sexually transmitted
infections, unintended pregnancies, and long-term psychological trauma. ® Promoting gender equality through
legal protections, community awareness, and empowerment programs reduces vulnerability to violence and
creates safer environments, improving both physical and mental health.

7. Policy, Governance, and Global Goals

At the policy level, gender equality shapes how health systems are organized and delivered. Countries that
prioritize gender-sensitive health and education policies report lower maternal mortality, higher life
expectancy, and better overall health outcomes. 2 The United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDG
3: Good Health and Well-Being, and SDG 5: Gender Equality) emphasize that progress in global health is
inseparable from gender equality. °
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Conclusion

Gender equality is not only a human rights imperative but also a fundamental determinant of health and well-
being. It influences access to healthcare, maternal and child outcomes, mental health, nutrition, and protection
from violence. Societies that prioritise gender-sensitive policies and empower women achieve healthier, more
resilient populations. As global health initiatives advance, integrating gender equality into health systems and
governance is essential for achieving sustainable and inclusive development.
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