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For more than 20 years, the US National Institutes 
of Health (NIH) Office of Research on Women’s 
Health (ORWH) has promoted the NIH’s research 

agenda on women’s health and sex and gender issues. 
Important biological and behavioral differences 
between women and men influence health and well-
being, affecting normal function as well as the manifes-
tations, epidemiology, and response to treatment of 
many illnesses. This special issue is dedicated to reach-
ing across the globe to increase awareness of the impor-
tance of women’s health research and to stimulate con-
sideration of sex and gender differences in research at 
institutions around the world. 

The ORWH’s mission is to develop new strategies 
for women’s health research to address gaps in knowl-
edge and further emerging scientific opportunities. As a 
result of this commitment, a strategic plan for women’s 
health and sex and gender differences research for the 
decade was developed. This plan, Moving Into the Future 
With New Dimensions and Strategies for Women’s Health 
Research: A Vision for 2020 for Women’s Health Research, 
provides a framework for women’s health research. 

For this issue of Global Advances in Health and 
Medicine, “Women’s Health Research: Road Map to the 
Future,” we invited experts in women’s health and sex 
and gender–based research to contribute original articles 
and editorials focused on the ORWH’s strategic plan and 
vision. Contributors include researchers, program direc-
tors, and scholars for ORWH’s two premier interdisci-
plinary research programs: Building Interdisciplinary 
Research Careers in Women’s Health (BIRCWH), a men-
tored career development program, and Specialized 
Centers of Research (SCOR) on Sex Differences. 

 Accounting for sex and gender differences in health 
research not only provides new knowledge, it improves 
the questions we ask and answer, advances our research 
approaches, and increases the usefulness of the insights 
gained. Health inequalities and disparities between men 
and women continue to impact individuals and com-
munities in myriad ways. Disparities persist among 
women as well, on the basis of race, ethnicity, socioeco-
nomic class, immigration status, sexual orientation, and 
gender identity. Addressing sex and gender differences 
and disparities requires a renewed focus on women’s 
health research and the inclusion of consideration of 
these variables in all biomedical research.

The contributions in this issue address the over-
arching themes and goals of the ORWH strategic plan 

for women’s health and sex and gender differences 
research. For example, the articles consider women’s 
health across the life span, one of the overarching 
themes of the ORWH strategic plan, including a discus-
sion by Croisant et al of gender differences in risk behav-
iors in high school students1 and investigations by 
Gilbert et al of the impact of urinary tract infections on 
pregnancy complications.2 Several of the articles high-
light health disparities, another of the ORWH strategic 
plan overarching themes, such as the analysis by Haider 
et al of racial disparities in reproductive health3 and the 
investigations by Vanderpool et al of socioeconomic 
disparities on receipt of guideline-recommended thera-
py for breast cancer.4 Edwards et al discuss an exciting 
project called “WHISK” that aims to increase awareness 
of women’s health research issues through innovative 
use of theater expression and creative art.5 Sarto et al 
provide an overview of racial and ethnic inequities 
related to women’s health.6

The potential for personalized medicine strategies 
to transform healthcare is highlighted in the article by 
Nelson et al7 that discusses actualizing personalized 
care for women though the use of connected data sys-
tems to improve breast cancer screening and diagnosis. 
Brawner et al propose optimizing HIV prevention for 
women and girls with the use of personalized bio-
behavioral approaches.8

We live in a globalized world, and we must learn 
from the experiences of people who move across borders 
to better meet their needs. de Leon Siantz et al examine 
the health status of Latino immigrant women in the 
United States and the consequent policy implications,9 
and in an accompanying editorial, Dr de Leon Siantz 
discusses the global health implications of the feminiza-
tion of migration.10

The success of women’s health research depends 
upon the creation of successful programs around the 
world and the training of a talented workforce dedi-
cated to this field. A distinctive career development 
program, the ORWH’s BIRCWH program supports 
interdisciplinary mentoring to develop a cadre of wom-
en’s health researchers. Tingen et al discuss the devel-
opment of the toolkit used to monitor implementation 
of the NIH strategic plan for women’s health research.11 
Miller and Bahn discuss the importance and challenges 
of mentoring interdisciplinary research teams who 
will address the study of sex and gender differences in 
health and disease.12 Finally, Dr Vivian Pinn provides 
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an overview of the current state of the art of women’s 
health research and the implications for programmatic 
and workforce development.13 

A robust and innovative approach to women’s 
health research is key to improving health for women 
around the world. As highlighted by Perkins et al, we 
have too often failed to meet the needs of those whom 
we have the opportunity to serve.14 As she points out, 
the United States can “do better than last place.” Similar 
challenges face communities across the globe. Our hope 
is that this issue will spur researchers around the world 
to develop innovative women’s health research strate-
gies and workforce training programs so that we achieve 
our goal of improved health for all. 

Lastly, with the vision of a more personalized 
approach to healthcare, there will likely be increased 
opportunities to learn from individual case reports. The 
Consensus-based Case Reporting (CARE) Guidelines, 
written with the goal of publishing case reports that are 
complete and transparent, will help improve the com-
parability and interpretation of these reports and pro-
vide early signals of effectiveness and adverse events.15 

We believe this special issue on women’s health 
highlights the best and the brightest of the work of 
ORWH in promoting a greater understanding of wom-
en’s health and the importance of the study of sex and 
gender similarities and differences. We hope you enjoy it. 
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