
Women’s health
a workplace issue
Women’s health is an important 
issue for both employees and 
employers. 

UNISON is the UK’s leading public 
service trade union for women 
and we are determined to ensure 
that working women have all 
the information they need to be 
healthy and safe at work. 

UNISON believes that employers 
should be taking women’s 
concerns and issues into account 
when they are introducing or using 
sickness absence and health and 
safety policies. If this doesn’t 
happen then women are not being 
treated fairly and equally.



For some women health issues may lead to 
particular difficulties at work, yet often these 
problems are seen as ‘taboo’ and not something to 
be talked about. 

We know that the current economic climate and 
the cuts to public services make women with 
health issues particularly vulnerable. UNISON 
will speak up on behalf of our women members 
experiencing such problems in the workplace. 

UNISON reps support members through capability 
procedures or when they ask for reasonable 
adjustments to enable them to work. Many 
managers can be ignorant of or unsympathetic 
about conditions such as endometriosis or painful 
periods which make it difficult for women to get 
the support they need. At the same time workplace 
sickness absence policies often use inflexible trigger 
levels setting off formal procedures that could 
ultimately lead to an unfair dismissal. 

Working with employers to make  
a difference 
UNISON talks to employers about women’s health 
and asks them to ensure that managers are aware 
of health issues affecting women. This includes 
asking that:

• Line managers should be trained to be aware 
of gender-specific health conditions and what 
adjustments may be necessary to support 
women at work. 

• Sickness absence procedures should be 
flexible enough to cater for women’s health 
issues. Women should not be penalised if 
they need time off for gender-specific health 
conditions. 

• Appropriate adjustments should be made at 
work when women have health issues. 

• Guidance on gender-specific illnesses and 
conditions should be freely available in the 
workplace, and in wider occupational health 
awareness campaigns so that everyone knows 
that the employer has a positive attitude to the 
issues.  

UNISON supports and encourages women when 
they raise issues about their health with employers 
including asking employers to:

• Give women the option of speaking 
confidentially about their condition to someone 
from human resources or from an employee 
assistance programme, particularly if their line 
manager is male. This may make it easier for 
them to raise their concerns. 

How UNISON helps
We are training our reps and giving them 
information to help them support women who are 
experiencing problems at work because of their 
health. We are doing this by:

• Helping women members negotiate flexible 
working hours or practices in order to deal with 
their symptoms. 

• Pressing employers to review sickness and 
absence management procedures, and, in 
exceptional circumstances, modify the trigger 
levels to take account of women’s health 
issues. 

• Working with employers to ensure that the 
working environment gives women some 
control of things like the temperature in their 
workplace and toilet breaks.

• Ensuring that all workplace risk assessments 
and those who undertake them are aware of 
women’s health issues.

• Involving both men and women in decision-
making bodies and in monitoring and reviewing 
processes. 

If you are a UNISON member experiencing 
problems at work because of your health contact 
our helpline on 0800 0 857 857 – lines are open 
until midnight Monday to Friday and until 4pm 
Saturday.  

You can also find out more about how UNISON  
is campaigning for women at  
unison.org.uk/women
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Three simple ways to join UNISON today:

Call us on  
0800 171 2193

Join online at  
joinunison.org 

Ask your UNISON rep 
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