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INSIGHTS INTO WHITE COLLAR WOMEN’S WORKPLACE EXPERIENCES
DURING MENOPAUSE-A HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT
PERSPECTIVE"

Ela Burcu UCEL?
Abstract

Menopause has been studied widely in medicine and health sciences, but research on management, especially in
Tiirkiye seems to be extremely limited. This creates a data gap which leads to corporate and managerial ignorance of
menopausal women’s experiences at the workplace. The current study focused on white collar menopausal women’s
workplace experiences. Due to the exploratory nature of the study, a qualitative design and in-depth interview method
were used. Nine participants volunteered for the study and as the data analysis showed saturation, no more interviews
were conducted. Findings indicate that women have multiple hardships at the office during menopause and flexible
working conditions and support of female colleagues and managers may facilitate their experiences. Furthermore,
organizations should provide flexible working alternatives, trainings, adjusted offices and policy change especially in
performance and compensation management in support of mid-life menopausal working women.
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BEYAZ YAKALI KADINLARIN MENOPOZAL DONEMDEKI iS YERI
DENEYIMLERININ INSAN KAYNAKLARI PERSPEKTIFINDEN

INCELENMESI

Oz

Menopoz tip ve saglik bilimlerinde yogun sekilde calisilmakla beraber, yonetim organizasyon alaninda bilhassa
Tirkiye’de, yeterli arastirma olmadigi soylenebilir. Bu durum alanda veri eksikligi yaratmakta ve menopozal
donemdeki kadinlarin rgiitsel baglamdaki deneyimlerinin dikkate alinmamasit sonucunu dogurmaktadir. Bu ¢alisma
menopozal donemdeki beyaz yakali kadinlarin ig yeri tecriibelerine odaklanmistir. Arastirmanin kesfedici dogast
geregi, nitel bir tasarim yapilmig ve derinlemesine gériisme yontemi kullanilmistir. Beyaz yakali 9 kadin katilime ile
yiriitiilen ¢aligma sonucu elde edilen verilerin analizi, menopoz dénemindeki beyaz yakali kadinlarin ig yerinde gesitlik
zorluklarla karsilagtiklarint gostermektedir. Bununla birlikte bu zorluklarin etkisi hafifletmekte esnek ¢aligsma
yontemlerinin ve diger kadin ¢aliganlar ve kadin yoneticilerin desteginin etkili olduguna isaret etmektedir. Bulgular,
kurumlarin menopoz dénemindeki kadin galisanlari desteklemek igin esnek calisma imkanlart sunmak, c¢alisma
ortamini uygun hale getirmek, menopoza dair kalip yargilar ortadan kaldirmaya yarayacak egitimler diizenlemek ve
ozellikle performans ve iicret yonetimi alanlarinda politika degisikligine gitmek gibi alternatifleri giindeme almalari
gerektigine igaret etmektedir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Menopoz, Calisan Kadin, Is Yeri, Insan Kaynaklar1 Yénetimi
JEL Kodlari: 015, M12
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INTRODUCTION

Menopause is frequently studied in medicine and health sciences, but research in management and
organization is relatively less, even lesser in the Turkish context. Atkinson, Charmichael and Duberley
(2021, p. 658) state that menopause is “under-theorised and poorly understood in work and employment
literature”. A good number of studies examine women’s physical, psychological and marital experiences of
and attitudes towards menopause in Tirkiye (e.g., Erkin, Ardahan, and Kert, 2014; Dékmen, 2009;
Bezircioglu, Giilseren, Oniz, and Kindiroglu, 2004; Coban, Nehir, Demirci, Ozbasaran, and Inceboz, 2008;
Ayranci, Orsal, Orsal, Arslan, and Emeksiz, 2010), but only a very few focus on menopausal women in
organizational settings (e.g., Ogurlu, Kiigiik, and Aksu, 2011; Salik and Kamal, 2015; Besen, Eker, and
Yurdakul, 2021). Given the labor force participation rate of women in the country (35.1 %) (Tirkiye
Istatistik Kurumu, [TUIK], 2022), ignoring the effects of this biological phase on women and their
workplace experiences not only creates negative individual and organizational outcomes but also a
significant knowledge gap. The current study aimed to contribute the field by attempting to fill this gap. To
our knowledge, it will be the first to address menopausal white collar women’s workplace experiences and

observations related to menopause in Tiirkiye with a human resource management perspective.
LITERATURE REVIEW

Menopause is defined as the perpetual ending of the menstrual cycle (Huffman, Myers, Tingle, and
Bond, 2005). It is a transition that every mid-life woman experiences due to the natural decline in the ovarian
reproduction of the related hormones (Kalb, 2007). Menopause is classified as natural and induced. Natural
menopause is the natural ending of the menstrual cycle which is generally experienced around ages 45-51,
the mean age in Turkiye is 45-48 (Uncu, Alper, Ozdemir, Bilgel, and Uncu, 2007). Induced menopause
happens when woman’s ovaries are removed via surgery for medical reasons (Batool, Kausar, Nagvi, Javed,
and Tufail, 2017). Natural or induced, women may experience a wide array of menopausal symptoms during
menopause. These symptoms are grouped in four different dimensions as physical, sexual, vasomotor and
psychological (Greene, 1998). Physical symptoms are muscle pain, headache, joint pain, problems with
breathing, irregular periods, weight gain, skin dryness, menstrual flooding, fatigue, hair loss, increase in
allergies, poor memory, mental confusion and foggy brain; sexual symptoms are loss of libido and dryness;
vasomotor symptoms are night sweats and hot flashes; psychological symptoms are crying spells, mood
instability, panic attacks, depression, anxiety, sleep disorders and quick heartbeat (Worden, 2011; Lobo,
Kelsey, and Marcus, 2000; Griffiths et al., 2013; Hardy, Griffiths, and Hunter, 2017). Previous research
indicates that many of the menopausal symptoms may be culturally defined (Flint, 1975). With these
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symptoms, women’s quality of life may be negatively influenced (Chen et al., 2012; Erkin et al. 2014) as,
together they may create a domino effect (Brewis, Beck, Davies, and Matheson, 2017).

That negative influence is also reflected to the organizational domain for working women.
Menopausal working women have diverse experiences at the workplace. These experiences include
difficulties; negative influence on self-perceived work performance, on self-perceived work ability, on self-
perceived productivity; time management (Griffiths et al., 2013; Geukes, van Aalst, Nauta, and Oosterhof,
2012; Brewis et al., 2017; Jack et al., 2014; Geukes, Oosterhof, van Aalst, and Anema, 2020; D’ Angelo et
al., 2022), and an impaired career capacity (Vincent et al., 2024). Most women feel the need to conceal that
they are in menopause, at the workplace. The main reasons are, they do not want to be seen as aging and
they have the fear of stigmatization (Reynolds, 1999; Kittell, Mansfield, and Voda, 1998; Jyrikinen and
McKie, 2012). This fear exists, because menopause is a social and cultural construct (Kelly, 2011) which
has negative impact on women. The menopausal experience is not universal (Melby and Lampl, 2011); life
style, culture, childhood experiences and many other factors may influence how a woman experiences
menopause (Sievelt, 2014). Different cultures may have different ideas and perspectives on the aging female

body (Richters, 1997) and that may shape women’s menopausal experiences.

Menopause is an invisible, hidden and a stigmatized issue at the workplace (Paul, 2003; Jack et al.,
2014). It is mostly named as a workplace taboo (Beck, Brewis, and Davies, 2021). Women conceal that they
are in menopause, as it is a taboo. The neoliberal understanding defines an ideal worker as “young”. Aging
is associated with lower productivity; thus, it must be masked (Rowe and Kahn, 1998). Moreover,
menopausal women do not want to be seen as complaining (Irni, 2009) and don’t want to attract negative
performance related attention because of stereotypes about menopause (Beck, Brewis, Davies, and
Matheson, 2023). Moreover, they fear being subject to teasing, ridicule, harassment, humiliation and jokes,
and being less desirable for their organizations (Beck et al., 2021; Jack et al., 2014; Whiley, Wright,
Stutterheim, and Grandy, 2023).

As most women are unwilling to disclose that they are experiencing menopause, they cannot ask for
support and understanding from their managers and organizations. Hereby a number of negative
organizational results may eventually emerge, like absenteeism, presenteeism and losing the employee
(Faubion et al., 2023). Menopause- similarly to other natural life events that a woman experiences like
pregnancy and motherhood- may hinder women’s careers. As, some women with severe symptoms end up
leaving employment, retiring, changing jobs, shifting to part time work and giving up on promotion
(Bazeley, Marren, and Shepherd, 2022; Jack et al., 2014; Evandrou, Falkingham, Qin, and Vlachantoni,

2021). Women face various inequalities in the workplace. They experience glass ceiling-the invisible
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barriers that keep them from climbing to the top management positions- (Purcell, MacArthur, and
Samblanet, 2010), and they try to free themselves from the sticky floors-the tendency to keep female
employees at the lower levels of the organizational hierarchies- (Booth, Francesconi, and Frank, 2003).
Moreover, they experience discrimination because of their maternal bodies. They are subject to motherhood
penalty-career losses resulting from pregnancy and motherhood-, they struggle with the maternal wall-
invisible barriers they face at the workplace as a result of motherhood- and they experience stigmatization
during menopause (Gatrell, 2013; Crosby, Williams, and Biernat, 2004; Correll, Benard, and Paik, 2007).
In order to provide gender equal workplaces, organizations should take the female body in consideration,
when defining the ideal worker and setting the standards for her. For performance management, career
planning, employee wellbeing and retention purposes, organizations should embrace the very existence of
menopause. They should make necessary policy changes to create supportive and inclusive workplaces for
menopausal women. Because, research shows that poor working conditions like poor ventilation, bad
employee-superior relationships, bad colleague relationships and stressful environment worsen menopausal
symptoms and menopausal women’s work experiences (Brewis et al., 2017; Bariola, Jack, Pitts, Riach, and
Sarrel, 2017). Human resource practitioners must be informed about menopausal women’s workplace
experiences and the individual and organizational results of menopause at the workplace. They should pay
significant attention on the issue and on the required policy changes. Human resource scholars on the other
hand, should address the issue in depth in order to provide insights that would be useful for organizations

in creating change (Atkinson et al., 2021a).

Menopause research focusing on organizational settings in the Turkish context is quite few (e.g.,
Ogurluetal.,2011; Salik and Kamal, 2015; Besen et al., 2021). Previous research conducted in other cultural
settings may not be helpful in understanding the realities of the Turkish context, as, how menopause is
defined and which meanings are embedded to it, vary between different socio-cultural contexts (Kaufert,

1982). Therefore, a gap exists in menopause research in organizational settings in the Turkish context.
METHOD

The current study aims to examine white collar menopausal women’s workplace experiences and
observations in Tiirkiye, and obtain an understanding on the issue via looking for answers to the following

research questions:

o \What are the workplace experiences of white collar menopausal women?

e How is menopause handled in the workplace by white collar menopausal women?
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e How can organizations facilitate this transition period at the workplace for menopausal women?

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the Ethics Committee of Izmir Katip Celebi
University with the decision numbered 2024-08-09, dated 08/05/2024.

The research had an exploratory aim, as it attempted to understand human experience (Todd, Nerlich,
McKeown, and Clarke, 2004). Thus, a phenomenological research design was employed and in-depth
interview method was used. Phenomenological research involves obtaining meaning from several
individuals’ lived experiences about a certain phenomenon (Creswell and Poth, 2016). Hereby the collection
of participants’ individual stories led the researcher to develop an understanding of how they experienced
and handled menopause at the workplace (Creswell, 2014). The required ethical approval for the field study

was granted by Izmir Katip Celebi University, with the ethical approval document numbered- 2024- 0809.

The study was conducted with white collar menopausal women, using purposive snowball sampling.
Blue collar menopausal women were not included to the study due to the differences in working conditions
between white collar and blue collar employees. The participants were reached out to via researcher’s
professional networking. Inclusion criteria was experiencing menopause and working as a white collar
employee. Blue collar women experiencing menopause were not included in the sample. Semi-structured
in-depth interviews were conducted with 9 participants (for participant demographics, please see Table 1).
Interview modes (face to face or online), places and dates were selected by the participants. An interview
protocol was used, participants were informed about the research aims and ensured about anonymity. The
participant consents were also taken. Each interview lasted 30-40 minutes and was recorded by the
permission of the participant. The researcher also kept a research diary and noted her observations about
each participant and the interview. After each interview the recordings were transcribed verbatim by the
researcher. A concurrent process of interviewing and transcribing, reading and analyzing data was run. At
the end of the ninth interview, researcher was convinced about data saturation, thus no more interviews were

conducted, following the golden standard of Morse (Morse, 1995).

For trustworthiness of the study, Lincoln and Guba’s criteria was used as a guide (Lincoln and Guba,
1985). Credibility was granted via researcher involvement. She studied the topic thoroughly, focused on
interviewing skills, ensured to build trust with the participants and make them feel at ease. Furthermore,
continuous triangulation was used by visiting and revisiting data, researcher’s interpretations of data and
theories. Lastly, transcriptions and the paper were sent to random participants for member checking.
Purposeful sampling was used to help transferability (Bitsch, 2005). Detailed explanations of the field study

(research design, sampling and data collection), data analysis and the context were provided with the same

487



Anadolu Universitesi iktisadi ve Idari Bilimler Fakiiltesi Dergisi, 26(1), 483-510
Anadolu University Journal of Economics and Administrative Sciences, 26(1), 483-510

aim (Li, 2004). Member checking and peer examination were employed for dependability: the findings
were sent to random participants for checking and they were discussed with a neutral peer (Tobin and
Begley, 2004; Bitsch, 2005). Additionally, code-recode strategy was used. Two weeks after the first coding,
researcher revisited the data and coded again. Then, a comparison between two codings were made. It was
seen that the two codings are parallel to one another (Chilisa and Preece, 2005). Confirmability was assured
with reflexive journal. The researcher kept a journal during field study for reflection, initial interpretations
and noting about the following phases of the study (Wallendorf and Belk, 1989). With this journal the
influence of researcher’s perceptions, background and experiences on the study was evaluated (Krefting,
1991).

Coding-inductive constant comparison method was used for data analysis (Miles and Huberman,
1994; Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Several readings of the transcriptions allowed finding emergent themes
and determining related codes and categories. When the analysis showed saturation of meaning derived

from data, both the interviews and the analysis were ended.
FINDINGS

This section presents the findings of the study with respective themes and related participant

guotations.
Society’s View of Menopause

The participants shared their feelings and thoughts about and reactions to experiencing menopause,
but their reflections explicitly showed how immensely these feelings, thoughts and reactions were
influenced by societal beliefs and understandings related to menopause. The research shows that the cultural
group a woman belongs to influences her menopausal experiences (Huffman et al., 2005). Social learning
and cultural background shape menopausal attitudes and experiences, thus they differ in different cultures
and ethnic groups (Huffman et al., 2005). Similarly, Veneiga and Kraaimat argue that women’s attitude

influence how they label menopause (Veneiga and Kraaimat, 1995).
Taboo

The current findings are parallel to previous research mentioned above, as they show that menopause
is culturally seen as a taboo in Turkey and it is not discussed overtly. Turkish culture is described as

collectivist, indicating the high degree of individual integration to groups (Hui and Triandis, 1986). Thus,
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group attitudes and beliefs about menopause may have greater impact on the individual and individual’s

menopausal experiences.

| just realized that menopause is a taboo, for me, too. Menopause is really, like when we have our
period, we do not speak about it loudly, | realized that we do the same thing about the menopause.
A. (Age 53, entrepreneur)

Label

The participant reflections revealed societal perceptions and labelling of the women experiencing
menopause, which involved mostly negative characteristics like useless, distressed, failing to get pleasure
out of life and, a physical tag: overweight. In some cases, the negativity of perceptions goes too far as

naming the menopausal women as half a woman.

Menopause is kept as a secret because of the tag “aww she’s in menopause”. It’s interesting, its
kept from others. One of my friends for example, she didn’t tell it to anyone... A friend, she had a
surgical menopause, her uterus was removed, her husband told her that she half a woman now.

N. (Age 52, Middle Manager)

...the labels like menopausal woman its easily tagged to women.

G. (Age 59, Academician)

1 didn’t tell it to anyone because a certain perception of “‘menopausal women” exists, the society
has it, | understood that I have it. | mean the menopausal women, she gained weight, she is fat, has
no job, she’s at home, having hot flashes, distress. that was my perception...... thoughts like she is
not going to enjoy life any more,

A. (Age 53, entrepreneur)

This rather unpleasant societal “label” may create fear and shame, and may urge women to hide
menopause or experience it in secret, as seen in the participant reflections. By concealing menopause and

its symptoms, they try to keep up appearances (Kittell et al., 1998) and try to avoid negative consequences.
Joke

Jokes and mocking about menopause are also emergent in the participant reflections. Women may

try to overcome the psychological and physical effects of menopause by making jokes about it.
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I was joking about menopause at the workplace, saying I found peace in menopause.
G. (Age 59, Academician)
Male colleagues also make menopause jokes and mock about it (Whiley et al., 2023).

Men have jokes about menopause, | mean not like mobbing but, still women need to tolerate and
manage it. | was trying to handle them by laughing.
G. (Age 59, Academician)

But these jokes-unlike women’s-are not only vain in helping women handle the overall menopausal
experience, but also make it even more challenging, as mocking about menopause creates shame and
discomfort.

Women’s Reaction to Menopause

Women’s reaction to and attitude toward menopause are culture bound (Huffman et al., 2005) and
unique (Jack et al., 2014). As mentioned in the previous section, societal views about it have huge impact
on how women proceed with menopause, but still experiences are one of a kind for every single woman, as
reflected by the participants.

Menopausal experience like a fingerprint

Every woman’s menopausal experience is unique like fingerprints. Every one experiences
differently. It’s hard to make generalizations, I mean, of course there are landmark changes that
you go through but how you experience them, how you react is important and its different for
everyone.

G. (Age 59, Academician)

I have pain, stiches very often, | have headaches. | am thinking why do | have them because my

sister had a very comfortable menopause, mine is totally different. Everyone’s experience of it is
different.
U. (Age 57, Academician)

This finding is in line with previous research arguing that menopausal experience is different for

every woman (Talaulikar, 2022) and it is particularly subjective (Jack et al., 2016). Some have smooth
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transitions but others experience multiple challenges and hardships. Understanding this uniqueness and
accepting that menopausal experience is individual like a fingerprint, is important. Because it prevents other
people to have and to emphasize standard reactions and responses.

Positive reactions

Participant reflections presented a classification of reactions to menopause as positive and negative.
Women who welcome menopause positively are assuming that they will be pampered by family and friends
during this transition period and they liked the idea of being cherished by others.

...I have two friends, their perspectives about menopause are totally different. They were thinking
that they would be blanketed by their families during menopause, they would be treasured. It was

something positive for them.
A. (Age 53, entrepreneur)

Moreover, some women feel liberated from menstruation and the problems related to it during
menopause. They report this among the positive aspects of menopause. This finding is parallel with previous

research conducted in Western settings (Hvas, 2001).
Negative reactions: concealing and being in denial.

Other women react to menopause either by denial or concealing it from loved ones. As they may
think menopause is unpleasant; it is a sign of loss of youth (Gujski et al., 2017) and it damages “femininity”.
Additionally, the research shows that menopausal women may feel “less desirable” for the organization
intellectually and physically, as a result of their workplace daily interactions (Jack et al., 2014). The belief
that a menopausal woman’s ageing body does not fit the norm defining the “ideal worker” is another reason

why working women avoid disclosing menopause (Atkinson et. al, 2021a).

When I learned, I hid it from my husband, I didn’t tell him, I told no one. In fact, I continued using
sanitary pads just to make my husband think that I am still having periods. The first year | had
trouble accepting it... I had hard time accepting that I was in menopause.

A. (Age 53, entrepreneur)

Menopause is kept as a secret because of the tag “aww she’s in menopause”. It’s interesting, its

kept from others. | had a surgical menopause; my uterus was removed. My female colleagues tried
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to hide it from others at the workplace, they did not tell that my uterus was removed. The ideas of
the society and upbringing have impact. These things are psychological, social acceptance matters.
N. (Age 52, Middle Manager)

The anxiety and hesitation about husband/partner’s reaction to menopause, stereotypes about
menopause and other social misconceptions may lead women to deny menopause and have trouble accepting
this transition. Husband’s attitudes are important for women as research shows that menopausal complaints
are influenced by husband’s attitudes about menopause (Aksu, Sevingok, Kiiciik, Sezer, and Ogurlu, 2011).
To avoid negative attitudes or the fear of being seen by the husband as “less of a woman” makes women
hide that they are in menopause. Hiding it in the workplace on the other hand, has a lot to do with menopause
being a taboo and an unspoken subject in public and business spheres, and an aging woman being

undesirable in organizational settings.
Factors Facilitating Menopause at the Workplace

The participants mainly talked about their workplace experiences during this menopausal transition
period due to the pursuit of the study. A main theme was the factors that facilitated their experiences, helped

them with the symptoms and symptom related burdens at the workplace.
Flexible working

Self-employed or not, a major factor that eased women’s hardships was flexible working hours. Being
able to arrange work hours, and having the chances to work from home when needed, appeared to be a good

way to handle unexpected and heavy periods, hot flashes, pain and psychological implications.

But | had the advantage of being self-employed, | mean | was arranging my working hours as |
wish. That helped a lot...I managed this process well because I had the chances to decide when to
work.

A. (Age 53, entrepreneur)
Support from other women

Another factor that helped was receiving support from other women in the workplace. Colleagues or
superiors, menopausal or not, women have an understanding about the notion of experiencing menopause

and thus, for menopausal women they may become a safe haven at the workplace.
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| was supported by my girlfriends most in this period, because we have similar experiences, shared
experiences like gaining weight, temper... Hereby I realized that I was not alone, I realized that it’s
a period like puberty and it will pass eventually. Knowing that help a lot.

A. (Age 53, entrepreneur)

Having female managers seem to be quiet a smoothing factor as experiences are shared.

I had a sympathetic environment at the workplace as my manager, she and | were having the same
experience (menopause)...So if I had serious symptoms, I would have talked to her... It’s easier with

women, to tell...

G. (Age 59, Academician)

I had an employee who had a heavy period for six months during menopause. Even though | am a
female manager she didn’t come and tell me about it. She was very angry and aggressive, | invited
her and asked her if she had a problem. Then she told me that she had a heavy period and it was
causing trouble both at home and at work, and that was the reason of her anger. She was having
problems with her husband and that was reflected to her work. | showed understanding and
tolerance and prevented her from having troubles at work, | tried to comfort her, but if she had a
male manager, he could not have realized the possible reasons of the change in her attitudes at the
workplace. As | knew her age, | guessed that she was experiencing menopause. Besides even if he
has realized, she could not have talked to him openly as she has done with me. She couldn’t have
found the understanding and empathy she needed.

S. (Age 65, Middle Manager)

This is a personal matter, | cannot and do not share it with male colleagues or managers. Sharing
this is risky, it can influence people’s perceptions negatively about my performance etc.

L. (Age 58, Foreign Relations Expert)

My previous manager was male, I am not sure if | could have told him, I am thinking of the past

and no, I would have held back. It’s easier with women, to tell...

G. (Age 59, Academician)

Women find it difficult to talk about menopause, it is harder to talk about it with men. Research shows
that majority of women are reluctant to share menopausal challenges with male managers (Griffiths et al.,

2013). Thus, one of the salient facilitating factors was having female superiors. They can share menopausal
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experiences with female superiors easily, as in most of the cases it is a shared experience. Thus, the superior
can put herself into employee’s shoes and empathize with. Moreover, it’s more likely that a female superior

notices the menopausal symptoms that an employee experiences and offers support and assistance.
Outcomes of Menopause at the Workplace

For working women, experiencing menopause involves dealing with its symptoms at the workplace
and previous research shows that menopause creates diverse business outcomes for working women (e.g.,
Vincent et al., 2024; Griffiths et al., 2013; Dennis and Hobson, 2023). Additionally, it may have serious
negative impact on work lives of women (Bazeley et al., 2022). Menopausal transition’s impact at the
workplace appeared under four main sub-themes in the current study impact on: routine daily work, work

performance, workplace attire and career decisions.
Impact on routine daily work

Certain physical symptoms of menopause may create burden at workplace, during work. Tiredness,
hot flashes, tearfulness, pain, low energy and urinary problems are among them (Griffiths et al., 2013; Daan
and Fauser, 2015; Tokug, Kaplan, Balik, and Giil, 2006; Yurdakul, Eker, and Kaya, 2007; D’angelo et al.,
2022). Previous research shows that women may experience difficulties at the workplace because of these

symptoms (Faubion et al., 2023).

... that’s why you need to urinate more, which is a problem at the workplace.

V. (Age 63, Doctor)

Urinary problems emerge because of the estrogen deficiency.
U. (Age 59, Middle Manager)

Some menopausal working women are obliged to have more frequent toilette breaks due to urinary
symptoms like recurrent need to urinate and urinary incontinence (Legendre, Ringa, Panjo, Zins, and Fritel,
2015; Griffiths et al., 2016). This can create problems, as it can be perceived as “avoiding work™ by ignorant

colleagues and managers.

Sweating at the office, that causes problems because it’s hot for me but my colleague thinks that the
heat is fine.

L. (Age 58, Foreign Relations Expert)
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Especially after meals there is sweat. My position requires smart and attentive wear; thus, sweating
was a serious burden for me. We were going to business lunches and after eating | was sweating
like hell and it was visible. Others also see it. It’s so annoying, so bothersome. I was wearing silk
shirts, because | needed to look sharp, because of the sweat, the shirt was being all wet. Sweating
and its visibility it’s so annoying that | got angry and aggressive.

U. (Age 59, Middle Manager)

Hot flashes or sweating is another common physical symptom, and it creates adverse effects for
women at the office (Faubion et al., 2023). Sharing the office with colleagues, and having different ideas
about the heat can be a problem. Another problem is the burden of hot flashes and sweating during
representative duties, as presented by participant U’s quotation. Hot flashes are reported to be “particularly
difficult” (Griffith et. al, 2013, p.155) as it may hinder the representative ability and is hard to handle during
formal meetings (Jafari, Seifi, and Heidari, 2017).

Heavy periods are very hard to handle at the office... didn’t know what to do when a heavy period
started during a meeting. That was such a difficult situation. During a business trip, we were in the
plane and when the plane landed, | had a very heavy period, my clothes, the plane seat, they were
all blood. I informed the flight attendant that the seat needs to be cleaned. | had colleagues with
me, | left them and went to the toilette with my briefcase to change. It was such an unpleasant
situation...

I experienced intolerance most. | mean | was bleeding | was having changes in my body. Should |
deal with my body or with my job? I always want to complete my duties properly, that’s who I am,
but when | had these problems during menopause, that was the reason of my intolerance

L. (Age 58, Foreign Relations Expert)

Heavy periods and sudden heavy bleeding may create extreme inconvenience for working women as
seen in participant L’s reflections. It is quiet disturbing to visibly experience heavy bleeding and also very

compelling to abruptly leave meetings to manage the situation.
Impact on work performance: decreased performance, concentration problems, slowing down

Women may have negative self-reported performance during menopause, as they may perceive

having worse than before performance due to the symptoms.

Menopause had an impact on my work performance, my performance fell down, I tell this as the

boss, as the owner of the company (she laughs).
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A. (Age 53, entrepreneur)

Having problems about the mental capacity. The jobs that | finished very shortly before started
lasting longer. | can say that | slowed down mentally.
G. (Age 59, Academician)

Problems in sleeping and concentration, forgetfulness, missing mails that needed answers, missing
duties...

V. (Age 63, Doctor)

Previous research indicates that menopausal symptoms are correlated with lower performance at the
workplace (High and Marcellino, 1997; Hashimoto, Yoshida, Nakamura, Takeishi, and Yoshizawa, 2021),
specifically adding that organizations should grant relevant work environments and conditions so that
symptoms are not negatively impacting performance (Kopenhager and Guidozzi, 2015; Hashimoto et. al,
2021). On the other hand, Hardy et. al.’s study shows that no significant relationship exists between
menopausal status and job performance (Hardy et al., 2017). This itself can be seen as evidence that
menopausal experience is unique for every woman, as it may and may not have negative influence on work

performance.
Impact on workplace attire

Menopause has implications on workplace attire of women. Their choices of dress (style, color, and
fabric) are largely influenced by menopausal symptoms like hot flashes, menstrual flooding, and weight
gain (Kittell et al., 1998; Steffan, 2021; Butler, 2020).

My workplace attire was also influenced by menopause, | preferred wearing less revealing and

more comfortable dresses. Not high heels but babettes...
A. (Age 53, entrepreneur)

I was wearing in multiple layers, like a t-shirt, a sweater or a jacket. When the hot flashes come
taking them off one by one.
G. (Age 59, Academician)
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I quit synthetics because of the sweat and hot flashes, | have zero tolerance to it. | prefer cotton
cloths, not a nice silk shirt, not a chance.
L. (Age 58, Foreign Relations Expert)

Normally dress is functional in identity construction (Rafaeli and Pratt 1993; Tsaousi and Brewis,
2013; Entwistle, 2015; Tsaousi, 2021) and organizational representation (Creelman, 2018), but during
menopause it serves additional purposes: concealing weight gain, sweating and menstrual bleeding and

providing comfort in the face of symptoms like hot flashes.
Impact on career decisions

Research shows that menopausal experiences (symptoms and bodily changes) may create career
consequences (Van der Heijden, Pak, and Santana, 2021) for women. While some menopausal women
experience no changes during this transition period, others may face changes like career recalibration, loss

of direction and retirement (Vincent et al., 2024).

... like the ambition meter that I had inside stopped. Now I’'m picky about what I want to do at work.
Things like titles and positions that mean a lot to others, have lost their meaning for me. | preferred
making solid changes in my career plan...some of my friends preferred retirement but others, one
of them decided to run for mayor, another created a new brand during menopause.

G. (Age 59, Academician)

Complaints related to menopause can cause losses in career, it may even lead to early retirement
and end it.
V. (Age 63, Doctor)

Women who experience symptoms harshly may choose retirement, as it becomes burdensome to deal
with the symptoms at the workplace whilst trying to meet performance expectations. Others may change
their career course or, at times, may make radical career shifts. Apparently, menopause is not only a bodily

transformation for women but also a mid-life recalibration of life expectations.
Expectations of HR Policy Change

The participants were addressed the following question: “what should your organization do to
facilitate the menopausal transition at the workplace and make you feel comfortable?” during the

interviews. The related findings are as follows, and all carry great importance for organizations.
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Trainings

The findings show the need to provide trainings to employees and managers to create menopause
awareness and to inform about the menopausal symptoms. These trainings are vital in order to create

supportive workplaces for mid-life working women.

Men should be informed... So, without stigmatizing or labelling, to create awareness of this period

and the transformation it brings to women. Especially, to inform male managers, it’s necessary.

G. (Age 59, Academician)
Menopause circles and professional support

The previous sections showed that sharing common experiences helps women in overcoming the
hardships of menopause. Thus, providing professional support and/or creating menopause circles where

women may voluntarily come and share experiences should be on an organization’s to do list.

It would be very helpful to have someone to talk to about my experiences at the workplace.

B. (Age 59, Finance Expert)

The thing we have to do in corporate life is to make menopause talkable, easy to talk about. We
cannot even imagine talking about it at the workplace. | have 34 employees and we always talk
about their lives, families, problems. But menopause has never been mentioned, people do not even
imagine talking about it. It should be normalized.

A. (Age 53, entrepreneur)

Menopause circles, and above mentioned trainings will have another use: normalizing menopause,
shattering the “menopause” taboo and making it the normal, biological phase-that every female person goes

through-as it is.
Flexible and hybrid work

Symptoms like sudden and heavy periods, menstrual flooding, hot flashes and pain are significantly
hard to handle at the workplace, and during face-to-face meetings. Hybrid work would provide women with

the chances to experience these symptoms at home, in private, while remotely working.

The employee should be able to take the day off, take a leave anytime she wishes during this period.

Flexible working hours and hybrid work should be granted.
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A. (Age 53, entrepreneur)

We, the women in menopause, all have the same problem at work. We are trying to handle the
sudden burdens, sudden heavy periods and required medical operations without taking the day off.
Because if we take the day off, it’s from our annual leave and we don’t want that.

L (Age 58, Foreign Relations Expert)

Additionally, the medical visits that menopausal women should have in order to manage the
symptoms, and the transition period itself would require taking days off. Organizations may provide

autonomy about working hours and grant medical leaves other than the annual leave.
Adjusted environment

The participant reflections show that some changes in the offices and the organizational atmosphere
might create a great deal of difference for menopausal women: well-ventilated offices, water fountains,
personal lockers to keep spare clothes and sanitary pads, office gardens or sports facilities to exercise during
the lunch hours and after work, and a flexible dress code which allows women to pick comfortable and

relevant attire.

Companies should be prepared, like small but important adjustments like well-ventilated offices,

plenty of water and other fluids which are needed during hot flashes.

G. (Age 59, Academician)

On a normal day, during a meeting a sudden heavy period shocks a woman. It’s annoying. All
menopausal women at the office have spare clothes and underwear in our drawers.

L. (Age 58, Foreign Relations Expert)

The chances to exercise during working hours, like for half an hour only would help a lot.
B. (Age 59, Finance Expert)

Current findings are parallel with previous research, as it is advised to make suitable adjustments in
the work places to help women manage the menopausal transition (Jack et al., 2016; Atkinson et al., 2021b;
Safwan et al., 2024).
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Policy changes

Participant reflections directed attention to much needed HR policy change in performance

evaluation, and compensation management.

The point which | treasure a lot is the experience, not the speed. Thus, women should have
performance evaluation based on expertise, not speed, during the menopause.
A. (Age 53, entrepreneur)

Menopausal women are mid-life, mid-career or senior employees. Therefore, they have valuable
experiences, expertise and foresight and all are of serious use to organizations. The psychological and
physical symptoms of menopause may slow down their performances, cause concentration problems, and
decrease work ability. Organizations should have adjusted performance evaluation policies for these

women, which focus on competency, experience and talent, rather than current outcomes and speed.

For example, my health insurance package includes a birth coverage which | will never use
anymore. | told them to remove it and to include a package that would be useful during menopause,
like which involves bone density tests, hormone tests or psychological support etc. HR should
consider the biological phase the employee is in, when designing these packages.

G. (Age 59, Academician)

The last finding shows that menopausal women would benefit tailor made compensation packages
which involve health care coverage that is designed based on the biological phase that the employee is

experiencing.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

As a normal biological phase experienced by nearly half of the working population during the life
time, menopause is extremely underrated as a research topic in business, mostly in Tiirkiye. This may be a
reflection of the cultural understanding of menopause as a taboo both in public and business domains. The
lack of research in business matters, as this biological transition period has physical and psychological
consequences for women at the workplace. The current study humbly attempted to contribute to menopause
studies in Tiirkiye via examining white collar menopausal women’s experiences and observations at the

workplace.
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The findings can be classified under five main themes: society’s view of menopause, women’s
reactions to menopause, factors facilitating menopause at the workplace, outcomes of menopause at the

workplace and women’s expectations of HR policy change.

First theme, society’s view of menopause provides a portrayal of societal understandings of
menopause from participants’ point of view. Menopause is a taboo, a (unpleasant) label tagged to women
and a joke which at times helps women overcome their own feelings and others’ ideas about menopause
and at other times, a joke made by others that can be offensive but still overlooked and tolerated by women.
This theme calls attention to the need to create societal awareness about menopause and to fight the stigma

created around it.

The second theme, women’s reactions to menopause, presents the insight that menopause is a unique
experience for every single woman. Some have pleasant transition periods, others face challenges and
burden; some share their menopausal status with family and friends, others prefer to keep it from everyone
even from their partners; some are willing to share their experiences and challenges and to ask for support,
whereas others prefer to stay anonymous and have this experience alone, without any intervention. This
very fact speaks to policy makers, the much-needed policy change should ensure that all supportive options

are discretional.

The third theme, the factors facilitating menopause at the workplace, shows that flexible working
conditions and female colleagues and managers are the main work-related sources of comfort and support
during the menopause. The freedom to arrange working hours and/or hybrid work helps managing physical
symptoms and eliminating the resulting anxiety and stress. The female colleagues on the other hand, provide
psychological support, and they help overcoming the feeling of loneliness via sharing common experiences,
burdens and challenges. When the woman is willing to share experiences and ask for help, the female
superiors are seen as safe haven, as menopause is mainly (accepted as) a “feminen issue”. Additionally, the
female superiors may identify and understand the symptoms and symptom related problems of the woman,
even if the woman herself hesitate to or is unwilling to disclose. Hereby the female superiors may provide

support which would be very valuable for menopausal women.

The fourth theme, outcomes of menopause at the workplace presents the impact of menopausal
symptoms on work: on routine daily work, work performance, workplace attire and career decisions. Daily
work routine is influenced by urinary problems caused by estrogen deficiency (frequent need to urinate and
visit the toilet). It is also impacted by sweating and hot flashes, mainly during meetings and representative

duties and lastly, heavy periods, and menstrual flooding. All of these symptoms are unsettling. They create
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discomfort, and may cause anxiety, stress and shame. Shame is a result of stigmatization of female aging
and lack of support (Nosek, Kennedy, and Gudmundsdottir, 2010). Self-reported work performance is
influenced by menopausal symptoms, as some woman report foggy brain, concentration problems and a
slowdown in some cognitive functions. Menopause also has impact on workplace attire. Menopausal women
mostly prefer cotton clothes which are helpful for hot flashes and sweating. Certain fabric like viscose and
silk are extremely uncomfortable as they worsen these symptoms and make them highly visible which is
inconvenient at the workplace. Besides, women choose comfortable and baggy clothes to conceal heavy
periods and weight gain. Organizations should secure flexibility and alternatives to menopausal women
about dress codes and uniforms. Lastly, menopause may have serious impact on women’s career decisions.
Some may prefer retirement as they find symptoms very hard to handle at the workplace alongside with

organizational responsibilities and expectations. Others may make —sometimes radical- career changes.

The fifth and last theme, women’s expectations of HR policy change, is the one which encapsulates
the greatest managerial implication of the study. Menopausal working women consider certain human
resources policy changes necessary for organizations, so that they are more inclusive of mid-life female
employees. Trainings designed to create awareness on menopause are quite needed to overcome the
menopause stigma/taboo. As, managers’ ignorance and unawareness may build invisible barriers for
menopausal women. Menopause circles and professional assistance of experts are also requested. Because
sharing experiences and finding support and understanding are extremely helpful to overcome menopausal
challenges. Flexible working conditions are particularly mentioned by participants. The chances to arrange
own working hours, and working from home on demand are useful during menopause. Handling the
unsettling symptoms at home, far from the eyes, rather than at the office, being noticeable and visible, is
quite comforting. Flexible work is also needed for medical visits, treatments and tests. On the other hand -
adjusted environment- offices that provide well ventilation, water fountains and refreshments to cool off,
private lockers to keep spare clothes and sanitary pads and opportunities for bodily movement and exercise
are helpful as well. Finally, the participant reflections presented the need to change, and adopt performance
evaluation criteria and compensation packages. Linking performance to outcomes may harm some
menopausal woman, as symptoms may influence cognitive abilities, concentration and performing certain
physical activity. Considering the experience and know-how that menopausal women have, basing
performance evaluation on competency rather than outcomes is the way to make performance management
more inclusive. In a similar vein, benefits should be adjusted according to the biological phase that the
employee is in, considering the current needs. Removing birth and child care benefits from the packages

and involving medical benefits designed for mid-life women is not only useful but also effective, as when
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the symptoms are attended medically by health care professionals, women handle them better (Sood et al.,
2016) and this reflects to workplace outcomes positively (Sarrel et al., 2015).

The overall examination of the findings addresses the need to acknowledge menopausal women’s
experiences in organizational settings; accept the need to make necessary adjustments in HR policies and
practices, and implement these changes. As mentioned in the previous sections, each woman has her own
menopausal experience. Thus, organizations should emphasize the cafeteria approach (Beck et al., 2018)
and provide multiple options (like hybrid work, flexible working hours, adjusted environment etc.) so that
women can choose whatever option works for them and their experiences with the symptoms most, or prefer

using none, and stay anonymous.

The social context that women experience menopause in, matters (Ballard, Kuh, and Wadsworth,
2011); and understanding the social, mental and physical dimensions of menopause requires taking women’s
overall lives and their daily experiences into consideration (Levine and Dougherty, 1952). Thus, more
menopause research focusing on organizational settings and on the Turkish context are needed in order to
thoroughly understand working women’s menopausal experiences and guide managers and policy makers
to make required policy changes. This study was a humble attempt to answer that need. Future research
should focus on blue collar menopausal women’s workplace experiences in order to deepen our

understanding about menopausal women’s experiences in organizational settings.
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