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Perimenopause and menopause are universal life stages that intersect with the most senior, experienced, and productive years of many women’s careers. Yet, despite growing attention to workplace wellbeing, these transitions remain largely invisible within career development discourse and organisational policy. Symptoms such as sleep disturbance, fatigue, anxiety, cognitive changes, and hot flushes frequently emerge during women’s 40’s and 50’s, precisely when they are most likely to be in, or approaching, leadership roles. This session positions perimenopause and menopause not as private health matters but as critical wellbeing issues with measurable consequences for women’s career trajectories, organisational talent retention, and gender equity in leadership.
The objectives of this session are threefold: to review global and Aotearoa New Zealand research evidencing the career impacts of perimenopause and menopause, to reframe these life stages as central to workplace wellbeing and career sustainability, and to equip career development professionals with knowledge and language to advocate for supportive organisational practices. Particular attention is given to statistics demonstrating the loss of women from senior roles, reduced hours, declined promotions, and workforce exit due to unmanaged symptoms.
The theoretical basis draws from a range of theories including lifespan career development theory, social cognitive career theory, and others, that emphasise how biological, psychological, and social factors interact across time to shape career pathways. Menopause represents a biological transition that collides with entrenched organisational norms built around uninterrupted, male-pattern career trajectories. When symptoms are misunderstood or stigmatised, women’s confidence, professional identity, and perceived capability may be undermined, leading to self-limiting career decisions or externally constrained opportunities. Wellbeing theory further highlights how unmanaged health stressors reduce cognitive capacity, engagement, and resilience: core elements for effective leadership and career progression.
Methodologically, the session synthesises international workforce research, policy analysis, and emerging New Zealand studies. Large workplace surveys indicate that most women aged 40–60 experience symptoms at work, with many reporting negative effects on attendance and performance. Economic analyses show measurable earnings penalties for women seeking care for menopause-related symptoms. New Zealand research and policy guidance highlight reduced hours, role changes, and exits from sectors heavily staffed by midlife women when workplace adjustments are absent. These findings are interpreted through a career development and wellbeing lens rather than solely medical or HR perspectives.
Results across studies are consistent. Many women report stepping back from leadership pathways or leaving roles due to symptom severity. International estimates suggest around one in ten women exit the workforce during this stage, while many more remain but with reduced productivity and confidence. Women describe cognitive fog affecting decision-making, sleep loss reducing resilience, and anxiety shaping workplace interactions—factors directly influencing leadership effectiveness and progression. New Zealand findings mirror these patterns, revealing a consequential leakage of experienced women from senior pipelines when organisations most need their expertise.
The conclusions are clear: perimenopause and menopause constitute a hidden wellbeing issue with systemic career consequences. For organisations, this represents a preventable loss of talent and leadership capability. For women, it represents an avoidable derailment of career aspirations during peak professional years. For career development professionals, it represents an urgent opportunity to expand practice frameworks to include life-stage literacy, advocacy, and organisational education. Normalising conversations, encouraging reasonable adjustments, supporting flexible work design, and educating managers can significantly mitigate negative outcomes. When menopause is recognised as a workplace wellbeing issue rather than a private struggle, women are far more likely to remain confident, capable, and ambitious in their careers.
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