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Voluntary Health Scotland Press Release

Release date: Embargoed until 1pm on Tuesday 19th May 2026

Headline: ‘Invisible’ in the health system: New report exposes gender inequalities in Scotland

New research from Voluntary Health Scotland reveals that gender inequalities in Scotland’s health system are leaving many people feeling ‘invisible’, with one research participant describing this as ‘institutional gaslighting’.

The report is based on insights from over fifty representatives of Scotland’s third sector and identifies multiple causes of gender inequality. These include stigma and discrimination from Scotland’s health workforce, gaps in research and service provision, and societal views which prevent people from seeking or accessing help. 

Commenting on the findings, Tejesh Mistry, VHS Chief Executive, stated that: 

‘This research demonstrates that gender inequalities in Scotland’s health system are systemic. Too many people are not being seen, heard or believed, and ultimately not receiving the support they need. The third sector is playing a vital role in supporting people experiencing inequalities that can go missing in our health system, yet clearly urgent action is required from government, the NHS and across the system to bridge these unacceptable gaps.’

The report highlights a range of gendered health inequalities across Scotland. Women frequently report having their pain or symptoms minimised, leading to delays in diagnosis and treatment, while gaps in clinical research continue to limit understanding of sex-specific health needs.

Trans and non-binary people face additional barriers, including difficulties accessing appropriate services and concerns about inclusive healthcare environments, leading to some avoiding health care altogether.

For men, societal stigma is a significant barrier to seeking support for mental health issues or trauma, contributing to higher incidences of ‘deaths of despair’ related to suicide, substance misuse or homelessness. Women, meanwhile, face societal pressure to provide unpaid care for loved ones, often at the expense of their own health. 

Gendered health inequalities are compounded further when an individual is older, has a disability, is LGBTQ+, or is from an ethnic minority group. Many older women are left feeling like a burden when seeking care, whilst many disabled and migrant women experience discrimination in Scotland’s maternity system.

Reflecting on the findings, author of the report and VHS Policy and Public Affairs Lead, Sarah Latto, shared: 

‘This report reflects the everyday realities of so many people. When you piece together the stories of stigma, discrimination, and misogyny shared by our members, a narrative of deep-rooted health inequalities emerges. We need targeted action now to change this narrative and create lasting change.’

Professor Andrea Williamson, a leading voice in health inequalities from the University of Glasgow: 

'This latest Voluntary Health Scotland report about health, sex and gender inequalities exemplifies the incisive, nuanced perspective our vital third sector brings to enrich health, healthcare and society in Scotland.'

Without action, these inequalities will continue to drive poorer health outcomes across Scotland. VHS is calling for targeted health policy, better research, workforce training and public health campaigns, alongside stronger recognition of the vital role of charities and voluntary organisations in addressing gendered health inequalities.
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Key Research Findings: 
· Health inequalities experienced by women are often the result of gaps in clinical research - many clinical studies do not record subject sex or only test on males.
· The binary nature (Male/Female) of NHS physical and digital infrastructure presents significant barriers for Trans/Non-Binary people, leading to avoidance of health services.
· Societal norms and systemic bias mean that the majority of unpaid carers are women, affecting their capacity to prioritise their own health.
· Men are significantly less likely to seek medical help, particularly for mental health issues or to deal with traumatic events, leading to ‘deaths of despair’.
· Ageism, ableism, queer-phobia, and racism regularly intersect with sexism in the health system to further impact health outcomes.

Report Recommendations: 
1. Ensure that health policy reflects the totality of sex and gender-related health inequalities. 
2. Ensure that health research and data reflect the impact of sex and gender on health experiences and outcomes, including how sex and gender intersect with other protected characteristics.
3. Ensure that the wider health workforce is required to undertake tailored training on the specific impact of sex and gender on health outcomes and experiences, in line with efforts to embed Realistic Medicine.
4. Invest in dedicated systems, services and spaces that address common sex and gender-related barriers that contribute to ‘missingness’ in healthcare. 
5. Invest in campaigns to raise public awareness of the impact of sex and gender on health experiences and outcomes. 
6. Recognise the vital role of the third sector in understanding intersectional health inequalities, providing inclusive services and amplifying voices of lived experience.

About Voluntary Health Scotland:
Voluntary Health Scotland are a movement for health creation working to reduce health inequalities to enable the people of Scotland to live well. We believe that health is more than the absence of illness, and together with our 300+ members and partners we champion this belief. We collaborate to provide the national voice for third sector health organisations in Scotland and facilitate the Scottish Community Link Worker Network. 
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