Title: Understanding the work-related menopause experiences of secondary school teachers in England: a mixed methods feminist approach. 


Summary:

Although the menopause has been well documented as impacting women at work, there is limited literature which examines the menopause in the secondary teaching workplace context. Teaching is a female dominated profession and little is known around the impact of the menopause on female teachers. A mixed method study was designed to measure the impact of the menopause on women teachers work outcomes, including perceived work ability, intention to leave the workforce, and absenteeism, and to explore menopause work-related experiences. The study is underpinned by a feminist lens, with the menopause empowerment model utilised to illustrate the researcher’s wider menopause management perspective and a bio-ecological systems theoretical framework is extended on, to explore the complex interactions which influence teachers work-related menopause experiences. Findings evidence a statistically significant relationship between menopause status, symptom severity and some work outcomes. Women teachers are finding their work environment problematic during the menopause, with stress, job demands and the structure of the school day making the menopause more difficult to manage. The findings from the qualitative interviews will illustrate and enhance the survey findings. 
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Introduction 

There is now a growing body of evidence acknowledging the impact of the menopause and associated symptoms on women at work, with a consensus of a bi-directional relationship between the menopause and the work environment (Verdonk, Bendien and Appelman, 2022; Atkinson et al., 2021a). Despite the menopause gaining more attention, in both research and policy, work-place context specific literature and guidance is limited.  Although teaching is a female dominated profession, there has been a paucity on women’s workplace health in teaching, little is known about the work-related experiences of menopause of those in the teaching profession in England (Steffan and Potočnik, 2023).

Traditionally, women at work have been encouraged to ‘manage their menopause symptoms’, with medicalisation being the prominent approach in western countries (Atkinson et al., 2021a). Teachers may find managing their symptoms at work, even with medical intervention, more challenging than those in professions with greater job flexibility (Steffan, 2021). Steffan and Potočnik (2023) report how menopause symptoms are problematic for women teachers largely due to the limited accommodation options, with workload and demands intensifying symptoms. Accommodations which are notably beneficial during the menopause, such as flexible working, reduced workload, and access to toilets/fresh water may be more difficult for a teacher to access due to the constraints of their working day (Hardy, Hunter and Griffiths, 2018; Sharp et al., 2019). 

Teaching is currently suffering from a retention and recruitment crisis; with older women teachers reducing their hours and taking increased leaves of absences (Department for Education, 2022). Work stress and workload are one of the main reasons cited by teachers for leaving the profession (Ofsted, 2019). 72% of teachers report high stress levels and 77% of teachers experience low mental wellbeing due to their work environment (Scanlan and Saville-Smith, 2021). It is well documented how perceived stress in the workplace can exacerbate menopause symptoms (Jack et al., 2016; Bariola et al., 2017; Martelli et al., 2021). Without effective accommodations during the menopause, women teachers may be at greater risk for reduced work outcomes and exiting the workforce (Faubion et al., 2023). 

Looking to gender inequalities at work, the structure of a teacher’s workday magnifies the need for women teachers to adhere to Acker (1990) idea of the ‘ideal worker’ status, which is predicated on the disembodied worker. The menopause potentially causes disruption within inflexible ‘work rhythms’ (Wilkinson, 2023), with research suggesting when women deviate from bodily conduct norms in the workplace, they are reluctant to disclose in fear of discrimination and stigma (Grandey et al. 2020; Atkinson et al., 2021a, b). If women teachers do ask for support, there is little guidance around how line managers in the context of teaching can support menopausal women (Steffan, 2021). 

Traditionally, the menopause has been explored through a bio-medical approach, focussing on hormone deficiency, symptoms, and treatment (Hvas and Gannik, 2008; Yisma and Ly, 2018; Ciolfi, Søndergaard, Balaam, 2021). However, a medicalisation or biomedical menopause approach fails to consider the complexity of the menopause transition, separating the biological from the social (Sievert, 2006; Hyde et al., 2010), with many researchers advocating for different approaches to menopause research (Atkinson et al., 2021; Hickey et al., 2024; Laker and Rowson, 2024). I position my own menopause management approach closely with Hickey et al. (2024) menopause empowerment model, which centres women and emphasises the importance of challenging stigma, increasing supportive and informative medical care, and accommodating women fully in the workplace during the menopause. I then, adopt and extend on the bio-ecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 1965), a model which was originally developed to theorise childhood development but has more recently been extended into different contexts to explore complex systems, including women’s health at work (Wilkinson, 2023). The bio-ecological model will then interrogate the interrelated influences which impact work-related experiences of the menopause. By positioning this theory in a workplace context, integrating the biological and the social experiences of the menopause, we can start to unpick workplace masculine norms and barriers to support, and further understand the multifaceted and complex work-related menopause experiences of teachers. A feminist lens will be used to centre women in the research and inform methods and ethics.

To summarise, due to the demanding environment of teaching combined with the menopause, women teachers over the age of 40 may have a heightened risk of absenteeism, presenteeism and intention to exit the workforce. Women transitioning through the menopause may have their careers impacted upon which can magnify gender inequalities in the workplace (Grandey et al., 2020). To retain later life women teachers, it is imperative to understand their experiences during the menopause. This paper has three main aims: (1) establish the impact of the menopause on work outcomes, (2) explore the wider social influences of work-related menopause experiences, including the work environment (3) contribute to and extend the bio-ecological model as an effective theoretical framework when conducting feminist work-related menopause research.

Methodology 

Women’s voices are central to the study, with an emphasis on anti-reductionist approaches. The project is underpinned by several dominant HR and feminist theories and models in my work, including Acker (1990) ideal worker norm, the menopause empowerment model (Hickey et al., 2024), the bio-ecological systems theory (Wilkinson et al., 2023) and feminist standpoint theory (Harding, 1987). My study uses a feminist lens and methodology to draw attention to the gendered nature of work and masculine structures within the workplace and secondary schools. As women deviate from bodily conduct norms during the menopause, they are excluded from the work sphere; the menopause empowerment model encourages menopause friendly workplaces and a reduction in stigma to manage symptoms, rather than relying solely on medicalisation (Hickey et al., 2024). The bio-ecological framework helps to analyse both direct influences on women’s work-related experiences, but also the hidden and invisible structures within society, which keep women at a disadvantage in the workplace as they age. Together they provide a secure underpinning for the study. Theory such as Acker (1990) ideal worker norm, explains how women are expected to present in the workplace, and when adding the feminist lens, we can start to explore the adaptive mechanisms women may use to remain as the ‘disembodied and unencumbered idea worker’. Lastly, feminist standpoint theory centralises women’s voices and advocates for a shared standpoint for menopausal teachers at work, and how this shared standpoint can produce knowledge which can in turn develop relevant and context specific guidance for schools and teachers. We need new and innovative approaches to menopause research, which can effectively explore the complexities and nuances around a social and biological phenomenon. Combining several well-evidenced theories helps to fully explore and legitimise the depth of the menopause. 

Methods

When considering mixed methods, it is important to acknowledge both the underpinning philosophies of the research and the aims of the research. Traditional health research has commonly been aligned with ‘what can be measured’ (positivism) rather than seeking to examine differing perspectives and interpretations of the world (interpretivism). Mixed methods fuse the two, letting researchers identify the breadth and scope of an issue, and depth. My position identifies how the biological menopause transition is a fixed independent process, but the interpretation of the menopause is ever changing and is dependent on a range of factors, including culture, generation, and social relations. These ideas in practice can sit harmoniously but theoretically they are conflicting. I would like to posit the idea of building bridges between methods and their underpinning ontologies. Historical realism, sits between relativism and realism, positing how there is a reality, but it is constructed over time by gender, social and political norms (Guba and Lincoln, 2011; Burr, 2015); an explanatory mixed methods research design (quantqual) has been used to measure menopause status and menopause symptoms and also explore these biological realities deeper through interpretation of these symptoms and experiences. 

A survey was developed for women secondary school teachers between the ages of 40-65 which first examined the relationship between menopause status and symptom severity, and work outcomes; followed by exploring women’s perceptions around work-related menopause experiences, including the work environment and work policy. The survey was circulated through the National Education Union, social media, Multi Academy Trusts, and independent contacts.  The survey was part of Phase 1 of the study, and split into two parts, the first part (Part A), invited all women teachers, irrespective of menopausal status, between the ages of 40-65 to participate (n=258). The second part (Part B) invited all women teachers who completed Part A and who identified as peri-, or post-menopausal to participate (n=170). Participants must have been currently employed, in a school, as a secondary teacher in England, in either a permanent full time or part time role. 

Part A of the survey measured menopause symptoms through the established Menopause Rating Scale (MRS) (Heinemann et al., 2004) and work ability using the Work Ability Score (WAS) (Fassi et al., 2013). Single item closed question measures were used to establish absenteeism, intention to leave the workforce and if the participants school had a menopause policy. Work outcome measures are work ability, absenteeism and intention to leave the workplace. Conceptualising the work-related experiences of menopause as multi-faceted and drawing on the bio-ecological systems model, three sets of Likert Scales were created for Part B of the survey, to further examine women’s perceptions around work outcomes, the work environment and work policy. Established scales on wellbeing in the workplace were explored, including the work ability support scale and the work ability index, and items were taken and adapted (De Zwart, 2002; Turner-Stokes, 2014). Due to the limited literature in this area, some questions were designed specifically for the context, with consultations from professionals within the field of study. Internal reliability was established using the Cronbach Alpha test (.909), which suggested excellent reliability. The survey closed in late January 2024. 

The findings from the Phase 1 survey informed the development of the Phase 2 qualitative interviews, with interview questions being framed within the theoretical bio-ecological systems framework and based on the survey data and the areas identified for further exploration. Women who indicated interest in discussion were invited to participate in sixty- minute in-depth semi structured individual online interviews. The interviews took place over MSTeams and explored secondary teachers work-related menopause experiences. Women were peri- or post-menopause and aged between 40-65 (n=12).

Findings 

258 participants complete part A of the survey, women self-reported their menopause status, pre- (16.2%), peri- (39.9%), post- (25.8%) and Not Sure (17.7%). Mean age of participants was 48.57 (±5.531) with 93.5% of women identifying as White or White British. Most women worked Full Time (74%) and most women were not taking HRT (67.8%). Women worked at different types of schools including, private (6.6%), LA maintained (31%), Academy or Free (42.2%), Selective non-fee paying (17.8%) and other (2.3%).
 
A logistic regression was carried out to assess the effect of age, menopause status, HRT use, symptom severity, teacher responsibility and hours worked on the likelihood of participants having poor-moderate work ability (n=258). The overall model was statistically significant when compared to the null model, (χ2 (6) = 39.765, p < .001), with symptom severity being the only significant factor (p=<.001) which increased the likelihood of participants having poor-moderate work ability. 

 Peri- and post-menopausal status women had a significantly lower WAS scores compared to pre-menopausal (mean 7.10 vs 7.03 vs 8.07, F(3,256) = 5.323, p = .001) and teachers who intended to leave teaching had a significantly higher symptom severity score, compared to those who wanted to remain in teaching (mean 29.1688 vs 24.8298, F(2,255) = 8.301, P= <.001). Absenteeism was not associated with symptom severity or menopause status.

170 participants completed part B of the survey, of which 39.4% were post-menopause and 60.6% were perimenopause. Women self-reported a range of symptoms, with the most prevalent being physical and mental exhaustion (97.1%), sleep problems (94.1%) and depressive symptoms (92.9%). Work demands are problematic during the menopause for teachers, 90.8% reported needing to put more effort in than usual to maintain work performance with 81.9% finding their workload difficult to manage due to the menopause. 80% of participants cited stress as a factor in making the menopause more difficult to manage at work, with demands of the job including teaching, meetings and pastoral duties perceived as problematic. Teachers reported how adjustments, which the literature identifies as beneficial, are not easily accessible in their work environment. 86.7% disagreed they were able to take breaks when needed, 86.7% disagreed there were opportunities to work flexibly, 87.3% disagreed their workload was reduced to suit their needs and 72.7% disagreed they had access to ‘cooling down’ methods whilst teaching or in meetings. Only 1 in 10 participants reported feeling supported at work during the menopause and felt their line manager understood how to help during this period of their lives. Over half of participants perceived they were at a disadvantage for work opportunities and/or progression during their menopause transition. 81.6% believed more could have been done to support them during the menopause. 34.1% of participants said their school had a menopause policy, with the remaining participants reporting their school doesn’t or are unsure if they have a menopause policy (65.9%).

Qualitative data is currently being analysed and will be discussed at the BAM conference in September 2024. 
Discussions and conclusions

Findings suggests symptom severity is associated with teachers lower perceived work ability and menopause status with increased intention to leave the workforce. Absenteeism was not associated with menopause status or symptom severity but with 7 in 10 teachers reporting attending work when needing time off, presenteeism may be an issue. Women teachers are finding their work environment problematic during the menopause, with stress, job demands and the structure of the school day making the menopause more difficult to manage. Not all women are aware of their menopause status, which may make seeking help problematic. Menopausal women teachers may be at a heightened risk for decreased work ability and intention to leave the workforce.
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