Accepted on 28/08/2018 - manuscript for Occupational Health

Menopause and work: An overview of UK guidance

ABSTRACT:

Background: Recent evidence suggests that some women experience menopausal symptoms that
impact on their working lives, and that work environments can impact upon the experience of
menopause. As a result, guidance for employers and other key stakeholders about this potential
occupational health issue has emerged. To date there has not been a review of these documents to

identify their main recommendations for policy and practice.

Aims: To provide a narrative overview of such guidance and summary of content.

Methods: Documents published in the United Kingdom and available in a major UK trade union library
were searched systematically to identify guidance on the topic of menopause and work. An inductive

thematic analysis was performed to identify the main themes addressed.

Results: 25 relevant documents, on average eight pages long, were identified. A minority indicated
that the use of scientific evidence informed the content. Five overarching themes were identified: 1)
legislation; 2) policy; 3) information and training needs; 4) workplace support; and 5) the physical work

environment.

Conclusions: This overview of UK guidance revealed common areas of concern about reducing and
managing difficulties experienced by working menopausal women. Possible areas for action were
identified. Some recommendations were common across much of the guidance, whereas others were
exclusive. Future guidance might include consideration of all these issues, while making reference

both to the evidence base and sources of further information.
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INTRODUCTION

Increasing attention is being given to the topic of menopause and work. There is a growing number of
employed women aged 50 years and over [1]. A recent report for the UK government on older workers
highlighted that more women are now working through their menopause than before, and
emphasised the importance of retaining mid-aged and older women in the workforce [2].

Irregular periods signal the beginning of the menopausal transition and the perimenopause phase.
When 12 months have passed since her final menstrual period, a woman is said to be in her
postmenopause phase [3]. A wide range of symptoms is reported by women during these phases. The
most common are hot flushes and night sweats, which, if severe, can impact on quality of life [4].
These and other menopausal symptoms can be perceived as problematic in the workplace, often
because of embarrassment and stigma [5-7]. Certain work factors can make hot flushes more difficult
to deal with: for example, formal meetings and hot enclosed spaces[6]. Many women are reluctant to

disclose their menopausal status or related difficulties at work [5-10].

A large scale study in the UK explored the experience of women working though the menopause [9].
This involved over 60 interviews and an electronic survey of almost 900 women from ten
organisations. Poor concentration, tiredness, poor memory, feeling low/depressed and lowered
confidence were the symptoms they attributed to menopause and identified as having a negative
impact on their working life. Hot flushes at work were reported as difficult for some women,
particularly in hot or poorly ventilated workspaces, in formal meetings and high visibility work such as
presentations. Although there were no objective measures of work performance in this study, the
majority of women in this sample reported that their work performance had not been negatively
affected. However, some did report concerns about their performance, and some put in extra effort
in order that their job performance was not affected. The majority were unwilling to disclose their
menopause to line managers, particularly if their managers were male or younger than them. Five key

areas were identified by women for employer support: 1) management awareness of menopause as
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a possible health problem, 2) flexible working hours, 3) information about coping with menopause
and work, 4) better control over temperature and ventilation, and 5) access to informal sources of
support, such as women’s networks or telephone help-lines. In a later study, women identified similar
sources of desirable support as well as examples of desirable manager communication skills. [11]. Such

findings need to be communicated and guidance is one way of addressing this aim.

In the UK over recent years, guidance for women, employers and trade union representatives on
dealing with the menopause and work has been published. The content of such guidance, and to what
extent its content is common and evidence-based, has not been examined. The aim of this paper was

to present a narrative overview of UK guidance on menopause and work.

METHODS

At the time of this study, 161 UK trade unions and federations were identified from the Trade Union
Congress (TUC) website and the internet. The TUC is the largest UK trade union federation. Its website
and those of each trade union were searched for relevant guidance about menopause and work
published up to, and including, November 2016. Some union websites restricted access to members
and some had no search functions. Resources within a large UK trade union library were searched
manually to identify any guidance unavailable online. An internet search (using Google search engine)
was also conducted to identify guidance from other sources. Results were screened by the first author
for relevance. Irrelevant hits (e.g., those results or documents not addressing menopause and work,
nor providing information, guidance or advice) were excluded. Relevant documents were inserted into
the software tool NVivo (version 10) for analysis. Ethical approval was not deemed necessary as the

study involved analysis of data in the public domain.

An inductive thematic analysis was performed [12]. This allowed the identification of themes (also
known as codes, nodes or categories). All information was extracted and analysed at surface-level

(explicit) meaning. This approach relies on direct interpretation of the data as opposed to researchers
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theorising about underlying meaning. Using this approach stays close to the raw data and produces

low inference descriptors [13], serving to enhance reliability.

The first author performed the initial analysis and created an initial thematic structure. The third
author reviewed the data and initial thematic structure to assess its adequacy and accuracy. Both
authors reviewed the themes and their descriptors. Some were combined to represent the content
more concisely. Through discussion, the thematic structure was refined and finalised. All authors

reviewed and agreed the final themes.

RESULTS

A total of 25 relevant documents were identified and included in this overview (see Table 1). The clear
majority was produced by trade unions with the remainder generated by employer and professional
bodies. Not all clearly indicated their date of publication but we were able to establish publication
dates ranged from 1991 to 2016. From our search, most guidance was produced during 2015 and
2016. Figure 1 shows the number of guidance publications over time. The rise in number may reflect
reactions to the guidance produced by the British Occupational Health Research Foundation 2010[14],

which informed several of the subsequent guidance publications.

The length of the guidance varied from less than a page to 18 pages, with an average length of eight
pages. Some guidance specifically focused on menopause and work, whereas other guidance
appeared within a broader document covering working women’s health more generally. Some
materials were almost identical to others or reflected, in at least one instance, a revision to reflect a
union’s change of name. Most guidance included a section with the sources of their information.
Some, however, did not provide such details. When reviewing the materials, we also explored these
sources and the scientific evidence base referred to in each document. The most frequently reported
sources were guidance published by the TUC and guidance produced by the British Occupational

Health Research Foundation [14]. Few documents made references to published scientific papers.
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[Table 1 about here]

Five overarching themes were identified: legislation, organisational policies, information and training,
workplace support, and the physical work environment. Each of these themes is briefly described in

Table 2 and in more detail in the following section.

[Table 2 about here]

Legislation: Almost all of the guidance documents reviewed highlighted the authors’ views on the
importance of employers’ common law duty of care for their employees’ health and safety and
relevant legislation such as the Health and Safety at Work Etc Act 1974, and the Management of
Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1992 and 1999. The guidance from Unite considered how the

latter Regulations were relevant.

“These regulations are very important in the context of the menopause. They cover a wide
range of workplace requirements including maintenance, ventilation, temperature, access
and egress, lighting, cleanliness of the workplace, sanitary and washing facilities, eating
facilities and restrooms, changing facilities, drinking water, space in workrooms,
workstations and seating requirements, employers’ duty to protect employees from

effects of sunlight and provision relating to disabled workers.” (Unite)

The guidance found in our review commonly explained the importance of including consideration of
menopause when conducting risk assessments.

The Equality Act 2010 was cited in most guidance with reference to discrimination and disability.-Three
of the eight protected characteristics, age, gender and disability were considered relevant for

menopausal women.
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Disability was mentioned in several of the guidance publications, noting that the menopause has the
potential to be classed as a disability should symptoms have a significant impact for more than twelve

months.

“Severe menopausal symptoms and their consequences may combine to have a
substantial adverse effect on normal day to day activities — potentially meeting the legal

definition of a disability under the Equality Act.” (Faculty of Occupational Medicine (FOM))

Policy: Employers’ policies relating to sickness absence, flexible working and health and wellbeing
were frequently mentioned in the guidance we reviewed. With regard to sickness absence, policies
were described that allow flexibility and allowable sickness absence for menopausal women to
accommodate needs for temporary changes in working patterns, more breaks than usual, and for

medical appointments.

“Policies on flexible working and sickness absence should also recognise and support
female employees going through the menopause, for example by considering temporary
changes in work/shift patterns or recognising that sickness absence may be more frequent
as employees struggle with symptoms such as excessive bleeding or sleep deprivation.”

(Royal College of Nursing)

Other guidance pointed out the need for employers to be flexible in order to accommodate difficulties
or situations that may not always be predictable. The FOM guidance, for example, pointed out that

later start times can be helpful when sleep is disturbed.

Having a health and wellbeing policy that incorporates menopause was also suggested as useful, not

least so that menopause might be recognised as an potential occupational health issue. The Royal
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College of Nursing’s guidance suggested that such approaches also serve to raise managers’ and

colleagues’ awareness.

Less frequently, guidance gave examples of policy documents, agreements and checklists designed to

help ensure-that the menopause was being addressed.

Information and training: Almost unanimously, the published guidance on menopause referred to the
importance of workplace provision of information and training for managers, trade union
representatives and menopausal women. Several publications stated the importance of educating all

staff about the menopause.

“Employers can ensure that, as part of a wider occupational health awareness campaign,
issues such as the menopause are highlighted so all staff know that the employer has a
positive attitude to the issue, and that it is not something that women should feel

embarrassed about.” (TUC)

The importance of training for key stakeholders within organisations was consistently presented. In
particular, this included trade union representatives and line managers, who are in key positions to

provide support.

Providing information for women was mentioned in much of the guidance. This included information

about sources of support in the workplace.

Guidance also provided practical advice for women about how they could explore ways of managing
their symptoms. This included advice about coping strategies whilst at work and outside work. Some
guidance described helpful strategies with regard to clothing, such as wearing layers and items such

as cardigans which are easily removed. The FOM guidance suggested that women might consider using
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techniques such as mindfulness or cognitive behavioural therapy.

Support: The provision of support at work for menopausal women was advocated in all the guidance
we reviewed. Access to both informal and formal support from a variety of possible sources was

considered important, and as described above, line managers were considered central in this respect.

“Women who are experiencing the menopause need support from line management. With
any longstanding health-related condition this is crucial and can make a major difference

to how a woman will deal with the issues arising from the menopause.” (UNISON)

However, it was noted that not all women feel comfortable discussing such personal matters with

their immediate line managers.

“Women may feel uncomfortable going to their line manager, especially if it is a man, and
other options should be available. This may be through human resources, or a welfare
officer. Many employers have employee assistance programmes that can act as a go-

between.” (TUC)

As well as the sources of support suggested in the example above others included occupational health,
GPs, counsellors, peers, a network or named menopause contact person within the organisation.
Trade union representatives were frequently suggested as providing a key role in supporting women

but also in raising awareness and facilitating change.

Physical work environment: The final theme related to the physical working environment in relation
to women’s experience of menopause. For example, frequently mentioned as helpful were readily
available cold drinking water, access to sanitary and toilet facilities, and adequate control over

temperature and ventilation. Also advocated were fans at workstations, desks near opening windows
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and more control over heating and air conditioning.

Uniforms, and their impact on women’s menopausal symptoms, particularly hot flushes, were also
considered in a few of the examples of guidance. It was suggested that uniforms could be
manufactured with thermally comfortable fabrics and staff could be provided with optional layers and
permitted to remove neckties or jackets. The provision of changing facilities was also proposed as

helpful.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this review suggest consensus that menopause is a potential occupational health issue
and identified five themes: legislation; 2) policy; 3) information and training needs; 4) workplace
support; and 5) the physical work environment. However most guidance about menopause and work
made it clear that although potentially problematic, severe menopausal symptoms were not

experienced by most women.

A recent systematic review of menopause and work identified 75 published studies and reports, many
of which have emerged in the last five years [10]. However, the majority of guidance we reviewed did
not refer to this evidence base. It is therefore not possible to conclude whether existing UK guidance
has fully exploited the available evidence. Future guidance might do so and be regularly updated as

more evidence emerges.

To the authors’ knowledge, this is the first overview of guidance on menopause and working life. A
key strength is that it followed a systematic approach to identify relevant documentation. Its
limitations include the fact that it only examined publicly available guidance obtained via the internet
and a major UK trade union library. It is possible that we missed some publically available guidance

and that in-house guidance has been produced, for example, by employers. Their content may not
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reflect the dominant themes identified here. Guidance from other countries may produce different
results, notably concerning legislation. A wider review of guidance might identify commonalities and

differences across countries and cultures.

Overall, our findings might suggest that employers could: 1) explore how well their existing policies
and practices, including risk assessments, address the menopause related concerns identified in this
review, 2) consider the development of policies and guidance that specifically address menopause, 3)

investigate the knowledge and skills of staff, particularly line managers, and identify training needs.

In conclusion, evidence to date suggests that menopause presents problems for some of the UK’s
increasing number of working women. While the results of this review are encouraging in that
published guidance is becoming more available, it is not yet known to what extent recommendations
that appear in such guidance are being implemented by employers and whether they are effective. A
recent review of the effects of the menopause on women’s economic participation suggested that the

evidence thus far was inconclusive [15]. Future research might explore these issues.

Key points:

. A review of guidance on menopause and work in the UK revealed five keys themes: 1)
legislation; 2) policy; 3) information and training needs; 4) workplace support; and 5) the
physical work environment.

. Implications for employers include 1) exploring how well their existing policies and practices,
including risk assessments, address menopause related issues 2) considering the development
of policies and guidance that specifically address menopause, and 3) investigating the

knowledge and skills of employees, particularly line managers, and identifying training needs.
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There remains a need to find out whether the recommendations provided in guidance on

menopause and work are being implemented and are effective.
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17. Trade Union Congress Trade Union Focused 2011 Supporting Working Women | 6 pages https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/

(TUC) through the Menopause: default/files/extras/supportin
Guidance for Union g_women_through_the_men
Representatives on Dealing opause.pdf
with Issues around the
Menopause

18. Transport Salaried Staffs' | Trade Union Focused 2011 Supporting Women through | 2 pages https://www.tssa.org.uk/en/u
Association (TSSA) the Menopause tilities/search-

results.cfm/page/557/

19. British Occupational Employers’ Focused 2010 Work and the Menopause: A | 3 pages http://www.bohrf.org.uk/dow
Health Research Research Guide for Managers nloads/Work and the Meno
Foundation Charity pause-

A Guide for Managers.pd

20. Transport & General Trade Union Focused 2007 T&G Factsheet: Menopause 16 pages TUC Library, London
Workers Union — Health, Safety, and
(TGWU/T&G) Workplace Issues

21. Unite Trade Union Focused 2007 UNITE Factsheet: Meeting 15 pages TUC Library, London

the Menopause — Health,
Safety, and Workplace Issues
22. Transport & General Trade Union Focused 2006 T&G Factsheet: Meeting the | 15 pages TUC Library, London

Workers Union
(TGWU/T&G)

Menopause — Health, Safety,
and Workplace Issues
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23. Transport Salaried Staffs' | Trade Union Focused 2003 The Menopause — A 2 pages https://www.tssa.org.uk/en/u
Association (TSSA) Workplace Issue tilities/search-
results.cfm/page/557/
24, Trade Union Congress Trade union Focused 2003 Working through the 23 pages https://www.tuc.org.uk/resea
(TUC) Change: Health and Safety rch-analysis/reports/working-
and the Menopause through-change-health-and-
safety-and-menopause
25. Trade Union Congress Trade Union Embedded 1991 Women’s Health at Risk — A 62 pages (1 | TUC Library, ndon
(TUC) TUC Handbook page focused
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Table 1: UK guidance documentation about menopause and work
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THEME BRIEF DESCRIPTION

Legislation Referencing employers’ common law duty of care and to their
duties to comply with requirements embodied in the Management
of Health and Safety at Work Regulations and the Equality Act

Policies Describing policies that could or did include coverage of
menopause: those relating to sickness absence, flexible working
and health and wellbeing

Information Suggesting provision of information, advice and training for staff,

and training including line managers, trade union representatives, and
menopausal women

Workplace Depicting support from occupational health, human resources,

Support trade union representatives, GPs, line managers, counsellors,

EAPs, peers, welfare officers, a named contact person.

Physical work
environment

Advocating the provision of: cold drinking water, rest areas,
sanitary or toilet facilities; suitable workplace temperature control
and ventilation; appropriate fabrics for uniforms.

Table 2: Themes identified in guidance about menopause and work
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Figure 1



