[teaser]: “If you only test a drug on male volunteers, will the results also be representative of female patients?”

[titel] The sex and gender dimension in research into health and illness
[subtitel] European research project recognizes the differences between men and women 
To most people, the call for ‘more women in science’ means more female scientists. But this is not the only aspect of the issue: the differences between men and women, in both biological (‘sex’) and social-cultural (‘gender’) terms, should be recognized during every phase of scientific research. Ineke Klinge, medical biologist working for the CAPHRI research institute and the Centre for Gender and Diversity, has been making a strong case for recognizing the sex and gender dimension in scientific research into health and illness for many years now. She is currently doing this from her position as coordinator of the GenderBasic project, which is part of the EU’s Sixth Framework Programme (FP6), a subsidy programme for European research in a number of areas designated by the EU as being worthy of special attention.

Coordinator and project leader Ineke Klinge speaks proudly about the EU project. “Although GenderBasic focuses on life sciences research, it does not look exclusively at female participation in this branch of science. This has already been done in a previous project, and it is just as important to focus attention on the sex and gender aspects in our approach to research. For example, if you only test a drug on male volunteers, will the results also be representative of female patients? ‘Of course not’, would seem to be the logical answer, and yet this is still a very common mistake in methodology. Social-cultural differences also have a far greater impact than one would think. Research into the problems at work faced by people with food allergies, for example, should consider the difference between men and women. If, for example more women work part-time and do not therefore eat lunch at work, while men are more likely to be involved in a business lunch culture , then men will find it more difficult to take their own sandwiches”. 

In a previous EU subsidy round, the Fifth Framework Programme (FP5), Klinge and her colleague Mineke Bosch compiled an inventory of sex and gender aspects of this kind (Gender Impact Assessment study of the Life Sciences Research Programme Quality of Life and Management of Living Resources, Klinge and Bosch, November 2001, EUR 20017). With successful results: the EC adopted their recommendations in the guidelines for the Sixth Framework Programme (FP6). Every application for subsidy relating to the fields of Life Sciences, genomics and biotechnology and Food Quality and Safety has to satisfy a number of criteria, in terms of both female participation (at least forty percent) and integration of sex and gender aspects in the research methods (is enough attention paid to biological and social-cultural differences between men and women). “We see the fact that the EC stressed our recommendations in the guidelines as recognition of our work. Brussels seems to be fully convinced that paying heed to the sex and gender dimension is a quality criterion for sound scientific research and not a feminist hobbyhorse.”
The EU guidelines are certainly a big step in the right direction, but they do not guarantee success. “Some scientists still find it hugely challenging to integrate sex and gender aspects into their day-to-day research practices. They come up against all kinds of practical, technical, ethical and financial problems. Part of the GenderBasic project is to develop instruments that will make it easier for researchers, so that they will be able to deal with this issue during the next EU subsidy round (FP7).” 
The research team, comprising scientists from the CAPHRI research institute and the Centre for Gender and Diversity, started by collecting ‘good practices’ to serve as examples for fellow researchers. The project team invited ten experts to write down their experiences and advice. Some of these experts wrote articles about specific disorders clearly associated with sex or gender, such as asthma, osteoporosis, metabolic syndrome or anxiety disorders. Others explored aspects of methodology in a particular field of health-related research, ranging from basic life sciences research at tissue and cell level to clinical research in patients or extensive public health studies.

During a 2-day expert meeting in January 2007, the review articles were discussed by other experts. Klinge looks back on the meeting with satisfaction: “It was a great success. There was tremendous enthusiasm, as well as lively dialogues and an exchange of insight between experts from various disciplines. We attracted prominent experts to Maastricht, such as Professor Jose Ordovas from Tufts University in Boston, Vera Regitz-Zagrosek, Professor of Cardiology in Berlin, the Groningen professor and Spinoza prize winner Dirkje Postma, and Piroska Östlin from the Karolinska Institute in Stockholm, member of the WHO Commission on Social Determinants of Health. It was very inspiring to see that some researchers had already made substantial advances and built up quite a tradition.”

Since the successful expert meeting, coordinator Ineke Klinge has been concentrating on the next stage: she hopes to publish a compilation of the articles in a scientific journal. The initial contact has already been made. After this, the project can be concluded and she will be able to put forward concrete recommendations and instruments for the Seventh Framework Programme. Hopefully her client will adopt them just as enthusiastically as the recommendations contained in her FP5 study.

Ineke Klinge [link naar e-mailadres] is a medical biologist who specializes in research into health and healthcare from the gender and diversity perspective. She has a post at the Faculty of Health, Medicine and Life Sciences (Healthcare Sciences) [link naar website GEW] and the Centre for Gender and Diversity [link naar website CGD]. The GenderBasic project research team consists of Rein Vos, Professor of Theory of Health Sciences, associate professorMineke Bosch and project researcher Madelief Bertens.

[Text for notification]

Dear editors,

‘Every cell has a sex’; this is the motto of the European GenderBasic research project. The sex of the cells, laboratory animals or patients used during a study will have an impact on any scientific research into living beings. In Research Magazine, Project coordinator Ineke Klinge reports on the GenderBasic Expert Meeting that she and her project team organized in January 2007.

The scientific officer supervising the project on behalf of the EC was so impressed with the ground being made that she nominated the GenderBasic project for the title ‘Star project’. This is the name given to the showpieces of EU-funded research that excel on account of the knowledge acquired by the project. In this case it comprises an impressive report and a staggering nine position papers written by prominent scientists in the field of life sciences, in which they put forward convincing arguments for the importance of sex and gender aspects in scientific research.

