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Introduction

The term “gender” as a topic has been a very confusing word to many people. To most, “gender” has been about women, but in fact it relates to the experience of both men and women, and as such, is a human issue:  the work they do, the income they receive, the roles they are given and the relationships that they share are all shaped by the social norms and traditions which treat men and women very differently.  Gender bias plays a significant role in the alarming spread of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, in the following ways:

The experience of women:

· Gender-based inequality

· Traditional gender roles render women less able to control how, when and where sex takes place

· Sexual inexperience is prized by male partners

· Compliance and subservience

· Economic dependence on men

· Unable to make their own sexual decisions

· More likely to sell sex in order to survive

· Alarming proportions of abuse/violence (emotional, material, physical & sexual)

· Risk of further violence leading to increased risk of HIV/AIDS infection

· Ability and power to negotiate for safer sex practices is limited

· Made to support a culture of silence and stigma

· Burdened with caring for ill family members

· Discrimination regarding access to treatment, support and care

· Poverty that leads women into commercial sex work

· General vulnerability of women

The experience of men:

· Men, especially young boys, are also vulnerable, in that:

· They conform to stereotypical versions of dominant masculinity, which enhances men’s risk of contracting the virus and limits their ability to protect themselves and others

· Young men are encouraged to gain sexual experience and have many sexual partners so that they can be popular

· Male sexuality is perceived as unrestrainable

· Male sexual pleasure is valued and emphasised

· Men are socialised to control sexual decisions

· Enjoy and are imbued with greater freedom, power, control and invincibility

· Lack of employment opportunities encourage men to migrate

· Mobility and family disruption isolates them

· Substance abuse

· Clients of commercial sex work

Gender-sensitive HIV awareness programmes

· Culturally sensitive, gender-relevant HIV prevention interventions are limited

· Many programmes persist in working solely with women

· Assumption about women’s ability to control the nature and timing of sexual activity

· Men appear as background figures e.g. violent, rapists etc

· Women are mostly reflected as caring, community-oriented but disempowered

· Sophisticated understanding that goes beyond gender inequality and its determinants is needed

· Funding priority to facilitate programmes that acknowledge women’s concerns and needs, while examining how ideas about masculinity are constructed and reproduced

Implications for the workplace

· A gender-sensitive orientation of policies and programmes should be an explicit policy from inception

· Policy and resource support are essential for institutionalising a gender-sensitive perspective

· Training is an effective tool for making HIV/AIDS programmes more gender-sensitive

· More research that explores the use of dialogue as a strategy and tool for improving sexual communication and for promoting HIV risk reduction is needed

· Research should not target women or men in isolation, but should focus on improving communication between them

· Prevention interventions must include men

· Female condoms should be made available everywhere and be affordable

Good governance and gender-sensitive HIV programmes

· Full participation of all stakeholders in order to ensure, inter alia,  a gender-sensitive approach

· The implementation of ethical and legal, human rights-based frameworks, particularly those relating to gender issues

· The importance of transparency and the flow of information to everybody, taking the social context into consideration

· Responsiveness and the provision of easy access to affordable medical treatment, rehabilitation and other forms of support for People Living With HIV/AIDS

· Consensus orientation in order to mediate between the interests of People Living with HIV/AIDS and those who stigmatise and discriminate against them

· Equity, in order to ensure that marginalised groups are entitled to the most basic health services provided to People Living With HIV/AIDS

· Effective and efficient responses to the epidemic that address immediate needs

· Accountability to and collaboration with People Living With HIV/AIDS

· All stakeholders to be included in strategising responses to HIV/AIDS

· Responses to HIV/AIDS should provide long-term solutions and be sustainable

Conclusion

The major challenge is to help reshape society’s mindset, so that together we can confront and conquer the HIV/AIDS pandemic. 
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