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It is widely accepted that gender is a key social determinant of mental health.LHowever, gender is not
routinely considered as part of mainstream mental health policy or practice, and there is limited
evidence about effective gender-responsive interventions.? Gender-responsive health care identifies
gender differences and inequalities in women, men and non-binary people, and sets about
addressing them.2 This Spotlight” highlights the need for significant investment in building the
evidence base for gender-responsive approaches to support the mental health of women and girls.
Women are more likely than men to be diagnosed with a range of mental health conditions, including
depression, anxiety and suicidal behaviours. # The prevalence, risk factorst and experience of poor
mental health among women and girls are different from those among men and boys, which means
they have different mental health needs, yet there are very few women-specific mental health
programs and services in Australia or internationally.

Gender-responsive approaches seem to be more common and more generally accepted in relation to
the mental health and wellbeing of men and boys, and include initiatives such as Men’s Sheds, Men’s
Line and Movember. Gender-sensitive approaches to mental health that address the specific needs
of women and girls are evident in relation to perinatal depression and eating disorders but are notably
lacking for other mental health conditions. For example, a recent international review found that no
clinical guidelines for depression provided frameworks to help achieve patient-centred care for
women.2

The need for gender-responsive mental healthcare is particularly apparent in acute services.
Australian research has found that women in mental health inpatient units continue to experience
gender-based violence in many forms (from other patients and staff as well as institutional violence
such as restraint and seclusion) and that they are not safe in mixed-gender wards.© In inpatient units
in Victoria, recent research shows some staff perceive female consumers as more difficult to care for,
and express negative attitudes towards the women in their care, resulting in staff dismissing or
denying sexual assault disclosures.”

It has been argued that mental health services have often failed women by ignoring the sources of
their distress, medicalising what are in fact social and structural inequities, and failing to recognise
the complexity of their roles as mothers and carers where relevant.2 Moreover, approximately two-
thirds of unpaid mental health carers in Victoria are women. The intense, stressful and all-consuming
nature of this responsibility has significant impacts on the mental health of those providing care.® The
few gender-responsive programs that have been evaluated yield mixed results. While some find that
a gender-responsive approach is effective in increasing recovery,'® others have not clearly
demonstrated the effectiveness of women-specific interventions.t

" This Spotlight focuses on gender responsive approaches to treatment, response and recovery. However, just as important but
outside the scope of this Spotlight, is the need for a gender-responsive approach to mental health promotion.

T Including exposure to male violence, exposure to sexual harassment and gender-based discrimination, unequal caring
responsibilities, sexualisation and objectification, sexist attitudes and norms (e.g. dismissing women’s experience of physical
pain) and unequal access to economic resources.
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However, there is general consensus that gender-responsive approaches to mental health for women
should:
o Prioritise understanding mental distress in the context of women'’s lives
¢ Be co-designed with women service users and enable them to be involved in initiatives
intended to promote good mental health and to make choices about their mental health care
and treatment
e Be trauma-informed and strengths-based
o Address the reproductive and life stage elements of mental health and wellbeing
o Address the mental health impacts of gendered experiences including sexual abuse, family
violence and body image concerns
e Be responsive to the diversity of women’s needs, experiences and backgrounds including
race, sexuality and disability*2
e Create an environment based on safety, respect and dignity.%2

As noted above, a gender-responsive approach should be intersectional and culturally safe —
responding to the diversity of women’s needs, experiences and backgrounds. For example, mental
health services for refugee women must be culturally responsive, and responsive to trauma
experienced pre-migration and during the resettlement process.* Mental health services for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women also need to be culturally appropriate, which includes
recognising the ongoing impacts of colonisation and adopting a holistic whole-of-community approach
that promotes social, emotional and cultural wellbeing and takes into account the different roles of
women and men within Aboriginal communities.® For non-binary and genderqueer people, a non-
pathologising clinical approach that accepts and validates all genders is essential for mental
healthcare.1 Recognising that many of the gendered discrepancies in mental health emerge in
adolescence, a gendered approach to youth mental health is also essential.

A gender-responsive and trauma-informed approach to women’s health must also take into account
the connection between women’s and girls’ experience of gendered violence and poor mental
health. For example, women accessing emergency accommodation at McAuley Community
Services for Women reported that mental health support by practitioners who don’t have a deep
understanding of the impacts of family violence and other trauma has been ineffective, sometimes
damaging and discourages future help seeking.'® Mental health practitioners with an understanding of
how family violence impacts mental health have been effective when co-located at a crisis
accommodation service.&

There is a clear need for well-defined and practical framewaorks for gender-responsive mental
healthcare, as well as comprehensive trauma-informed gender sensitivity training for staff. In the
absence of evaluated gender-sensitive programs for women, investment in program development
and piloting is essential, together with rigorous evaluation to inform the evidence base and improve
mental health outcomes for women.

WHYV thanks the following expert reviewer for their input:

e DrJohanna Lynch PhD MBBS FRACGP FASPM Grad Cert (Grief and Loss),
GP and Senior Lecturer at The University of Queensland
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Overview

Women and mental health InPsych, 2017

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women and mental health InPsych, 2017

Investing in women's mental health: strengthening the foundations for women, families and the
Australian economy Australian Health Policy Collaboration, 2016

Addressing unmet needs in women’s mental health [UK] British Medical Association, 2018

Gender differences in mental health care

Gender differences in preferences for psychological treatment, coping strategies, and triggers to help-
seeking [UK] British Journal of Clinical Psychology, 2017

Gender differences in response to a school-based mindfulness training intervention for early
adolescents [US] Journal of School Psychology, 2018

Recognising and addressing the mental health needs of the LGBTIQ+ population [Position
Statement] Royal Australian College of General Practitioners, 2019

Health of non-binary and genderqueer people: a systematic review [Italy] Frontiers in Psychology,
2019

Guidelines for gender-responsive mental health services

How do and could clinical guidelines support patient-centred care for women: Content analysis of
guidelines [Canada] PLOS One, 2019

Guidance document for supporting women in co-ed settings [US] Substance Abuse and Mental
Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), 2016

Guidelines on drug prevention and treatment for girls and women Office on Drugs and Crime
(UNODC), 2017

Becoming trauma informed tool kit for women’s community service providers [UK] One Small Thing,
2016

Promoting sexual safety, responding to sexual activity, and managing allegations of sexual assault in
adult acute inpatient units: Chief Psychiatrist’s guideline Victoria. Department of Health, 2012

Service guideline on gender sensitivity and safety: promoting a holistic approach to
wellbeing Victoria. Department of Health, 2011
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6839851/
https://store.samhsa.gov/product/Guidance-Document-for-Supporting-Women-in-Co-ed-Settings/sma16-4979
https://www.issup.net/knowledge-share/publications/2017-07/guidelines-drug-prevention-and-treatment-girls-and-women
https://www.mappingthemaze.org.uk/wp/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Covington-Trauma-toolkit.pdf
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Inpatient services

Preventing gender-based violence in inpatient mental health units ANROWS, 2020

The right to be safe: ensuring sexual safety in acute mental health inpatient units: Sexual Safety
Project report Victoria. Mental Health Complaints Commissioner, 2018

Health professionals' experiences of providing care for women survivors of sexual violence in
psychiatric inpatient units BMC Health Services Research, 2019

A gualitative comparison of experiences of specialist mother and baby units versus general
psychiatric wards [UK] BMC Psychiatry, 2019

Women in acute psychiatric units, their characteristics and needs: a review [UK] BJPysch Bulletin,
2016

The effect of single-sex wards in mental health [UK] Nursing Times, 2013

Family violence and mental health services

How domestic violence affects women’s mental health The Conversation, 2019

Does bringing mental health services into women’s shelters reduce rates of hospitalization?
[Canada] EEnet Connect, 2018

Gender-responsive program examples

Multi-service programs for pregnant and parenting women with substance use concerns: women’s
perspectives on why they seek help and their significant changes [Canada] International Journal of
Environmental Research and Public Health, 2019

Bringing gender-responsive principles into practice: evidence from the evaluation of the PACE Center

for Girls [US] MDRC, 2017

Healing Pathways: a program for women with physical disabilities and depression [US] Hindawi
Rehabilitation Research and Practice, 2013

‘Girls need to strengthen each other as a group’: experiences from a gender-sensitive stress
management intervention by youth-friendly Swedish health services — a qualitative study BMC Public
Health, 2013
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https://minerva-access.unimelb.edu.au/bitstream/handle/11343/233743/Health+professionals+experiences+of+providing+care+for+women+survivors+of+sexual+violence+in+psychiatric+inpatient+units.pdf?sequence=1
https://bmcpsychiatry.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12888-019-2389-8
https://bmcpsychiatry.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12888-019-2389-8
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5046786/
https://www.nursingtimes.net/roles/mental-health-nurses/the-effect-of-single-sex-wards-in-mental-health-29-11-2013/
https://theconversation.com/how-domestic-violence-affects-womens-mental-health-104926
https://www.eenet.ca/resource/does-bringing-mental-health-services-women%E2%80%99s-shelters-reduce-rates-hospitalization
https://www.eenet.ca/resource/does-bringing-mental-health-services-women%E2%80%99s-shelters-reduce-rates-hospitalization
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6765994/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6765994/
https://www.nationalservice.gov/sites/default/files/evidenceexchange/IB_EMCF_Gender.pdf
https://www.nationalservice.gov/sites/default/files/evidenceexchange/IB_EMCF_Gender.pdf
http://downloads.hindawi.com/journals/rerp/2013/649875.pdf
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1471-2458-13-907
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1471-2458-13-907
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Life course

Understanding and tackling the gendered drivers of poor adolescent mental health International
Center for Research on Women, 2017

Transforming mental health services to address gender disparities in depression risk factors [US]
Journal of Women and Ageing, 2016 - Older women focus

Social recovery and the move beyond deficit models of depression: a feminist analysis of mid-life
women's self-care practices Social Science and Medicine, 2014

Workforce

Health professionals' perceptions of how gender sensitive care is enacted across acute psychiatric
inpatient units for women who are survivors of sexual violence BMC Health Services Research, 2019

The role and competence of midwives in supporting women with mental health concerns during the
perinatal period: a scoping review Health and Social Care, 2019

Contemporary women's secure psychiatric services in the United Kingdom: A qualitative analysis of
staff views Journal of Psychiatric and Mental Health Nursing, 2017

Gender-based violence and women’s mental health: how should the GP respond? Medicine Today,
2016

Australian policy development

Interim Report: Royal Commission into Victoria’s Mental Health System State of Victoria 2019

Submission to the Royal Commission into Victoria’s Mental Health System Women’s Health Victoria,
2019

International policy development

The Women’s Mental Health Taskforce final report United Kingdom. Department of Health and Social
Care, 2018

Report on promoting gender equality in mental health and clinical research European Parliament.
Committee on Women’s Rights and Gender Equality, 2016

Evidence for gender responsive actions to promote mental health World Health Organisation, 2011

Women’s mental health: into the mainstream UK Department of Health, 2002
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https://findanexpert.unimelb.edu.au/scholarlywork/1427933-health-professionals'-perceptions-of-how-gender-sensitive-care-is-enacted-across-acute-psychiatric-inpatient-units-for-women-who-are-survivors-of-sexual-violence
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/hsc.12740
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/hsc.12740
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/327579072_Contemporary_women's_secure_psychiatric_services_in_the_United_Kingdom_a_qualitative_analysis_of_staff_views
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/327579072_Contemporary_women's_secure_psychiatric_services_in_the_United_Kingdom_a_qualitative_analysis_of_staff_views
https://medicinetoday.com.au/sites/default/files/cpd/MT2016-01-03-014-REES.pdf
https://rcvmhs.vic.gov.au/interim-report
https://whv.org.au/resources/whv-publications/submission-royal-commission-victorias-mental-health-system
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-womens-mental-health-taskforce-report
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-8-2016-0380_EN.pdf
http://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/158102/316637_WHO_brochure_226x226_1-mental-health.pdf
https://lemosandcrane.co.uk/resources/DoH%20-%20Womens%20Mental%20Health.pdf
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