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GROWL is Manchester Metropolitan University’s 
Toolkit of Enquiry Tools, an Ideas Bank and a Network 
that supports organisations to engage with research 
evidence to Generate Routes for Women’s Leadership.
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We are taking research evidence out to organisations to create a 
dialogue about how they can Generate Routes for Women’s Leadership 
(GROWL). Our approach involves supporting you to draw on six GROWL 
Enquiry Tools, a GROWL Ideas Bank of ‘better practice’ and a GROWL 
Network to reflect on your context and Generate Routes for Women’s 
Leadership that fit with your organisation. We are learning about 
engagement as we go and invite you to learn with us and our network. 
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Navigating Leadership Pathways 
During Mid-Life

• We challenge organisations - first to 
reflect on (possibly unintended) structures 
and practices that tend to prevent mid-life 
women from progressing on leadership 
pathways or cause them to exit, and 
second, to take bold steps to nurture and 
retain mid-life women leaders. 

• Organisations must also strive to provide 
support for those women in mid-life who 
would like to work or lead, or indeed 
need to work or to earn more, but feel 
unable to do so, including many who have 
multigenerational caring responsibilities.

Gendered Ageism: 
Transitions and Challenges

• Menopause in the workplace is a topic 
steeped in stigma and taboo. Most 
organisations have given the effects of 
menopause on women’s careers little 
consideration.

• The average age of menopause in the U.K. 
is 51 and it can last four to eight years. 
Given that 64% of women aged 50–65 
are in employment, a significant number 
of these women will be in menopause 
transition and will potentially have a 
considerable number of working years 
left. Organisations are required to respond 
and adapt to the needs of their workforce 
to prevent experienced, talented, mid-
life women disappearing from leadership 
pathways.

Valuing Mid-Life Women Leaders

Summary

• Mid-life working women are an essential part of productive, 
successful and diverse organisations. Their skills and experience 
bring significant benefits to organisations and make a major 
contribution to the economy. 

• The first generation of professional women in their fifties are now 
in leadership roles but continue to be under-represented when 
compared to men. Effective use of their skills and knowledge is 
essential to organisations in desperate need of talent and to women 
themselves as they continue in the workplace for both financial and 
social reasons. 
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According to Government statistics, 
older working age women (50 to 64) 
are more likely to be in employment 
than at any time in the past 30 years.  

Valuing Knowledge and Experience

There has been significant growth in the 
numbers of women in leadership roles in both 
professional and managerial spheres and 
we are seeing, for the first time, substantial 
numbers of women continuing their careers 
into their fifties and beyond.

But, while the earlier phases, with their 
associated challenges of getting started 
on leadership pathways and synchronising 
career pathways and family lives, are 
comparatively well-understood, little is 
known about this later career phase. Yet 
with an ageing workforce, it is a crucial to 
understand more thoroughly the experiences 
and challenges of leadership of working 
women in later life stages. 

Women at later career stages have a wealth 
of experience to offer (in terms of career 
experience and life experience) and may be 
poised to seize new leadership opportunities. 
These new opportunities may be senior 
leadership roles or alternative leadership 
pathways after returning to work or 
experiencing career changes. 

Mid-life may comprise a substantial period 
of a woman’s working life: skills shortages 
mean that organisations increasingly need 
to retain their experienced employees with a 
raft of skills acquired across both career and 
family lives. Also, financial pressures mean 
that many women wish, and indeed need 
to, extend their working lives well into their 
fifties, sixties and potentially beyond, and 
some want to keep progressing in work to 
fulfil their potential and earn more. 

Despite this, we continue to see older women 
under-represented in leadership roles. Some 
of this under-representation results from a 
lack of creativity and diversity in leadership 
pathways at earlier stages of the leadership 
life course, which are addressed in other 
GROWL tools within our Toolkit. 

Additionally, research highlights numerous 
factors that contribute to the continuing 
under-representation of women in leadership 
pathways in the later career phase. These 
are:

• Disadvantage resulting from fractured 
careers.

• Discrimination arising from the 
intersection of age and gender.

• The so-called ‘sandwich generation’ 
bearing both child and elder care 
responsibilities.

• Concerns and stereotypes regarding  
mid-life women’s bodies and health.  

But let’s also be positive. Many talented 
and capable women in mid-life operate very 
effectively in leadership positions, which 
shows us that mid-life women make very 
capable leaders and that not all organisations 
are as difficult to navigate as others. There is 
hope for change!

The Experiences Of Mid-life Women On Leadership Pathways – 
Taking An Overview
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Mid-Life Women and the Gender Pay Gap

According to UK Government data, the good news for younger generations is that the 
gender pay gap is reducing (although we need to exercise caution here and continue 
to work hard to ensure that diverse and adaptive leadership routes for women are 
available and accessible at all stages of the leadership life course). 

The bad news is that for women over 40 the gap is substantial with women aged 
between 50 and 59 facing the harshest disparities. Women in mid-life often operate in 
a context of lower pay, more part-time work and a greater likelihood of synchronising 
career pathways with caring for multiple generations, thereby creating enduring 
gender inequalities in financial security. Flexible and adaptive organisations can 
provide opportunities for women to continue to engage in decent and productive work 
into later life.

� Enquire: Do you recognise these patterns in your organization/sector?  
 What analysis of your gender pay gap data have you conducted?  
 Is the gender pay gap wider for older women and, if so, are you  
 under-valuing some of your most experienced staff?

� Enquire: What work do you do, or can you do, to help women    
 synchronising career pathways with caring for multiple   
 generations to stay on or return to leadership pathways?

� Enquire: What work do you do, or can you do, to ensure your organization  
 provides good quality part-time roles at all levels of leadership?  
 Does your organisation offer part-time roles at lower levels of  
 the organisation but not more senior levels? Or within certain  
 areas of the business but not others? If so, why?

  



Navigating Leadership Pathways During Mid-Life

Fractured Leadership Pathways

Career paths have traditionally been 
presumed to be linear and hierarchical: a 
worker, either within or across organisations, 
acquires skills and experience and gains 
steady promotion into ever more senior 
leadership roles.

Pathways based on the linear, hierarchical 
model are outdated and exclude many 
women. In recent years, academic literature 
has identified definitions of careers that 
offer greater flexibility. This creates a move 
away from an emphasis on upward mobility 
and the accrual of skills and experience in a 
linear fashion, to a recognition that careers 
are often more fluid and boundary-less. 
Literature tells us that women’s leadership 
pathways are more likely to be ‘fractured’ 
than the leadership pathways of their male 

counterparts, that is, disjointed by taking 
career breaks or working flexibly. The word 
‘fractured’ may be overly-negative, however 
– women are learning all the time while 
caring as well as working and can bring all 
of their interesting lifetime experience to 
leadership roles. 

Many women in mid-life experience 
disadvantage from having had ‘fractured’ 
careers during their working history in a 
context where a masculine career route is 
expected. Where women have taken time out 
of organisational careers to becomes mothers, 
and/or care for multiple generations, they 
struggle to return to leadership pathways in 
their 50s and beyond as they look to re-boot 
their careers, for example, as their children 
grow up and move on.

� Enquire: How many women in mid-life hold senior roles in your organisation?   
 What percentage is that compared to senior men? How many women  
 aged 50 plus have been appointed to leadership roles in the past 3 years?  
 What work could your organisation do to encourage more women in   
 mid-life to pursue leadership opportunities? What talent is right under   
 your nose but under-valued?    

� Enquire: Do your recruitment and selection practices facilitate the re-entry    
 to leadership roles of older women who have had fractured careers? 
 Can your organisation offer a returnship programme as a bridge to   
 encourage women in mid-life take up or resume leadership careers? 

Contemporary approaches to careers in 
the academic literature also question the 
assumption that both men and women strive 
for relentless promotions. Careers have been 
portrayed as a ‘kaleidoscope’ of different 
drivers, based around:

• Authenticity (being true to oneself).

• Balance (of work and other commitments).

• Challenge (within the work role).
 

These drivers can combine in different ways 
and some may be more prominent at certain 
times in the leadership life-course than 

others. While not all women (and men) are 
the same and we should avoid stereotyping, 
evidence suggests that authenticity is critical 
for women leaders in the later career stage. 
Many women in later career stages feel that 
a need for balance reduces, that they have 
achieved many challenges and it is now a 
time to do valuable work and to ‘give back’. 

Leadership roles that offer all three drivers - 
and in combinations that suit the individual 
- will be important in attracting, developing 
and retaining mid-life women. Role models of 
women leaders who combine these drivers in 
effective ways are also really important.
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� Enquire: Reflect on the extent to which leadership roles offer authenticity, balance  
 and challenge in your organisation. What work can be done to ensure   
 that women leaders in mid-life are able to craft their roles to meet their   
 own needs?  

� Enquire: Can you identify and promote female role models in mid-life, particularly  
 those who have developed leadership careers flexibly and adaptively to   
 synchronise work and family?  

Double Disadvantage –
The Intersection of Age and Gender 

Research has suggested that women can 
be derailed from routes to leadership in 
mid-life if their skills and experiences are 
persistently under-valued. This creates stress 
and anxiety and even leads some women to 
exit the workplace. A review by the Institute 
of Employment Studies (2017) found that 
women in mid-life can experience high and 
persistent levels of inappropriate behaviour at 
work simply because they are older women.
 
These include:

• Sexist behaviour from colleagues, 
customers and managers.

• Lack of respect when operating in 
leadership roles. 

• Overlooked for development, training or 
promotion. 

The intersect of sexism and ageism may 
be particularly acute for women looking for 
work, as compelling evidence suggests that 
ageism and sexism is rife in recruitment 
and selection. This is despite the career and 
life experience that older women bring to 
leadership roles.

� Enquire: What review could you conduct on your recruitment and selection    
 procedures to ensure that mid-life women looking for work are not  
 unfairly disadvantaged? Are you properly valuing the skills women   
 gather in home as well as working life? Consider what your organisation  
 means by ‘up and coming’ female leaders. Does this automatically mean   
 someone younger? If so, why?   

� Enquire: What criteria are used within your organisation to access development   
 and promotion opportunities? How gender and age ‘blind’ are these?  
 For example, do they help you identify women working under their   
 potential or hungry for a big challenge later into their careers? Could you  
 review these procedures and make them more inclusive?  

‘Pathways based 
on the linear, 
hierarchical model 
are outdated and 
exclude many 
women.’
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Navigating Leadership Pathways During Mid-Life (continued)

Synchronising Women’s Leadership 
Pathways in Mid-life with Family Lives

Discussion around the synchronisation of 
leadership roles and family pathways tends 
to focus on earlier stages of the leadership 
life course. Typically, organisational policies 
focus on managing pregnancy, maternity/
shared parental leave and ‘younger’ 
parenthood. In later career, however, these 
caring responsibilities are presumed to 
reduce or indeed to vanish altogether.

Yet the evidence suggests something rather 
different. For example, more and more 
women are having children in their late 
thirties and into their forties and so will 
continue to have childcare responsibilities 

aged 50 and beyond. For some women, this 
may be because they have sacrificed early 
motherhood in pursuit of reaching coveted 
leadership positions, knowing that having 
children before doing so would almost 
certainly mean being knocked off leadership 
trajectories.  

Coupled with this, the so-called ‘sandwich 
generation’ increasingly has responsibility 
for care of elderly parents and/or other 
relatives including grandchildren as well 
as their own family. Women still bear the 
main burden of this ‘double shift’ at home 
and work. In the highly gendered roles of 

Premium For Experience?

Ageism results from an ‘ideal’ of a young (usually male) worker who is alert, flexible, 
energetic and ambitious, attributes that older people are often presumed not to have. 
While the stereotypical decline of mental and physical capacity in older age can affect 
perceptions of older men and women, older men are more likely than women to be 
viewed as having grown in skill and wisdom.

Experienced men attain high stature, are looked upon with respect and are highly 
valued as mentors. In contrast, the skills and experiences acquired by women over the 
leadership life course are not valued as highly, nor do women’s skills and experiences 
countenance as much respect. Some women may face damaging and negative 
attitudes of being ‘out of touch’ and ‘behind the times.’ In short, women tend not to 
enjoy the ‘premium for experience’ enjoyed by their male counterparts. 

Consider for example the outcry around numerous decisions at the BBC to ‘retire’ 
older, female presenters and the relentless critique of the appearance of an older, 
female prime minister – Theresa May.
 
� Enquire: How alive are negative stereotypes of older women in your   
 organisation/sector? 

� Enquire: Can your organisation think creatively about how gender-sensitive  
 and age-sensitive transformational mentoring may challenge these  
 stereotypes? How can your senior women leaders be supported to  
 mentor other women on leadership pathways so that they may  
 benefit from their wisdom and experience?
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� Enquire: How free can your staff be in voicing their wider caring responsibilities   
 and the challenges this creates for synchronising leadership roles? 
 Staff often know best how to adapt roles to support synchronisation so   
 how can you create a more open and adaptive culture?  

mother, grandmother, daughter and sister, 
social expectations are on women to care for 
children and relatives and to co-ordinate care. 
This may be particularly demanding for older 
women in lower-paid work who cannot buy-in 
support and women from ethnic backgrounds 
who often face more traditional expectations 
of their role at home. The view of older 
working women as ‘unshackled’ from the 
domestic realm is outdated and unrealistic. 

Organisational career structures have not, 
as yet, adapted sufficiently to offer balance 
to older women in or seeking leadership 
roles. Typically, organisations de-gender 

their discussions around older workers and 
continue to presume a ‘typical’ masculine 
norm where workers arrive unencumbered 
by any wider responsibilities or concerns. 
This means that negative assumptions and 
stereotypes are applied to older women in the 
workplace. 

Leadership careers can presume ready 
availability, for example. Yet, organisational 
demand to be present at evening functions 
or to travel may present challenges for 
‘sandwich generation’ women required to 
attend to children and older relatives.

‘Flexible’ Pathways in Mid-Life?

While flexible working is in theory offered 
in many organisations (although in practice 
it is often less easy to access), this often 
reflects the needs of working parents with 
school-age children, rather than a wider set 
of multigenerational care needs. For example, 
eldercare might require blocks of leave to deal 
with the health crises of elderly dependants 
or even end of life care and bereavement as 
opposed to the weekly flexibility required by 
those with school-age children. More thought 
is required as to how leaders and colleagues 
can co-create efficient and flexible leadership 
pathways that are relevant to the demands 
facing many mid-life working women. 

Not all work roles are amenable to being 
organised in flexible ways but a lack of 
willingness or imagination when it comes to 
thinking of more creative and adaptive ways 
to re-organise work roles is detrimental to 
women’s careers. 

It can be helpful to think about returns on 
investment in women’s career pathways over 
the longer term, rather than losing women 
to roles whereby they work well below their 
potential but feel better placed to secure the 
work-life balance they require, or even exit 
the workforce altogether.

� Enquire: Do you know how many of your workforce have childcare or elder care   
 responsibilities? Or both? How will you find out?  

� Enquire: Discuss with your senior teams what your organisation can do to create   
 flexible and adaptive work roles that respond to the demands of different  
 types of caring responsibilities across the life-course.  



Menopause in the Workplace

Gendered Ageism:  
Transitions and Challenges

Menopause transition is a natural biological 
process during which menstruation ceases. 
The average age of menopause in the U.K. 
is 51 and it can last four to eight years. 
Symptoms often start to present before this 
and some women experience a much earlier 
menopause. Symptoms include hot flushes, 
sleep disturbance, difficulty in concentrating, 
anxiety and loss of confidence. 

Given that 64% of women aged 50–65 
are in employment (Department for Work 
and Pensions, 2015), a significant number 
of these women will be in menopause 
transition and will potentially have years 

left in the workplace (Brewis et al., 2017). 
While symptoms vary in severity and are 
not troublesome for all women, two-thirds of 
women report a moderate to severe impact 
on their working lives. For some women, 
managing their menopause transition in the 
workplace is so difficult that they resign 
and retreat from work altogether (Griffiths 
et al., 2010). This is hugely concerning as 
experienced, talented, women disappear from 
leadership trajectories. Diverse leadership 
requires organisations to respond and adapt 
to the needs of their workforce to create 
productive workplaces.

� Enquire: Given that the average age of menopause in the U.K. is 51, do you know   
 how many women in your organisation are likely to be in menopause   
 transition?   

12

Whereas great strides have been made in 
attempting to normalise maternity in the 
workplace, menopause is a topic steeped in 
stigma and taboo. 

Organisations are founded on an outdated 
idea of an ‘Ideal Worker’ which draws on 
mythical, masculine norms of an energetic, 
eternally strong body, free from ill-health and 
unpolluted by life course rhythms that cause 
bodies to adapt and change. Yet women 
bring their (menopausal) bodies to work, 
bodies that are out of sync with the myth 
of the ‘Ideal Worker’ and therefore open to 
interpretation as vulnerable and difficult. 

Research on pregnancy in the workplace tells 
us that female bodies are often regarded as 
troublesome and unprofessional and women 
at this later stage of the life course may 
experience similar damaging misconceptions. 

Most organisations have given the effects 
of menopause on women’s careers little 
consideration and open, honest conversations 
are often difficult and may be culturally 
sensitive. Making space to hear women’s 
experiences requires a commitment to 
providing a safe environment in which 
women feel able to engage in open and 
honest discussion about the challenges they 
may face, without fear of career penalty. 

� Enquire: What work can you do to ensure you actively demonstrate that your   
 organisation values and supports women at this point in the leadership  
 life course? How can you raise awareness of what the menopause is in   
 your organisation and foster an environment in which employees    
 can openly engage in discussions about synchronising leadership    
 pathways with menopause transition? Can you talk to your staff about   
 perceptions of the menopause and perceived possible career penalties?   
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Evidence from a Government Equalities Office report (Brewis et al., 2017) 

on the effects menopause has on women’s employment found that: 

• Women are often reluctant to speak up about transition-related difficulties at work, 
especially to men and/ or younger colleagues for fear of lack of understanding, 
hostility and/or ridicule. This may be particularly difficult for women working in 
male-dominated organisations and sectors to speak up. 

• Women may feel that career progress is dependent on concealing symptoms or 
trying to self-manage symptoms. 

• Some aspects of work can make symptoms worse – especially hot or poorly 
ventilated environments, formal meetings and deadlines. 

• Women sometimes feel that they need to supra-perform to overcome any perceived 
shortcomings associated with experiencing menopause. 

• When women take sickness related absence due to menopausal symptoms, they 
are often reluctant to disclose the real reason for their absence to line managers for 
fear that it will not be viewed as a legitimate concern.

Robust, academic research on the effects of 
menopause on women’s leadership careers 
in the workplace is limited. But it is an 
emerging area of research and findings will 
be vital in helping organisations develop 
flexible and adaptive leadership pathways for 
women in menopause transition. 

What we do know is that it’s really 
important for organizations to recognize 
that menopause isn’t just an issue for 
women. Male employees should be aware 
of the menopause too, so they can support 
colleagues, friends and family. 

We also know it’s really important to 
recognise that line managers need help to 
raise their awareness of the issues involved. 
Managers may be supported in this process 
through a third party trained in managing the 
menopause at work, to challenge ignorance, 
fear and false presumptions. 

In addition, women workers experiencing 
transition may also require access to 
informal and formal organisational 
support, perhaps through innovative 
and gender-sensitive mentoring and 
coaching. 

� Enquire: Does your organization offer training and support to line managers to 
 make them more aware of how the menopause can affect work? Can you  
 evaluate the impact of this training? Does this include managing    
 informal and formal flexible working which some women in menopause   
 transition may need? Could your organisation develop an innovative   
 policy to support women in menopause transition?    
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Menopause in the Workplace (continued)

Women in mid-life bring a huge range of 
skills and experience to leadership roles 
and yet continue to be under-represented, 
particularly at senior organisational levels.

Some under-representation is the combined 
impact of difficulties navigating leadership 
pathways in early and mid-career, but 
evidence suggests that organisational 
structures and practices continue to 
disadvantage older women. 

GROWL calls for a review of organisational 
policy and practice to remove the 
unnecessary hurdles and discrimination 
experienced by many older women. It is vital 
that we continue to harness the leadership 
potential of women in mid-life so that we can 
benefit from their life and career experience. 

Innovative action is required!

The Expectations and Aspirations of a Late-Career Professional Woman 
(Brewis et al., 2015)

For a fascinating narrative of one older woman facing many of the issues raised in this 
enquiry tool, please read the following article available at:

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0950017015581987

All images herein have been licensed for use.

References to research are published on 
our website at www.mmu.ac.uk/growl.

PLEASE HELP US BUILD THE GROWL IDEAS BANK

Do you have a ‘better practice’ idea that relates to one of our GROWL themes? 

Please get in touch so we can add it to the GROWL Ideas Bank and share it with the 
GROWL Network! 

Just drop an email to Dr Helen Woolnough at h.woolnough@mmu.ac.uk to get started.

http://www.mmu.ac.uk/growl
mailto:h.woolnough@mmu.ac.uk


GROWL is led by Professor Julia Rouse, Dr Helen Woolnough and 
the Sylvia Pankhurst Gender and Diversity Research Centre at 
Manchester Metropolitan University. It is sponsored by Faculty Pro-
Vice Chancellor, Professor Julia Clarke, and the Governing Body. 

GROWL is passionately supported by Northern Power Women and 
advised by academics and practitioners. 

We are interested in researching all issues covered by GROWL and the process of 
engagement. Get in touch to talk about commissioning research or consultancy in 
your organisation by emailing Dr Helen Woolnough at h.woolnough@mmu.ac.uk.

(From left to right) GROWL project leaders Dr Helen Woolnough and Professor Julia Rouse are joined by 
Lindsey Watkin, Faculty Director of Global Programmes at Manchester Metropolitan Business School, at 
the Northern Power Women Conference 2017.

To join the Network, find out more about the rest of the Enquiry Tools, and contribute 
to the Ideas Bank, please email Dr Helen Woolnough at h.woolnough@mmu.ac.uk

For more information on GROWL, visit our website at www.mmu.ac.uk/growl or see 
us on Twitter @mmu_sylvia.
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