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 What is menopause, and why does it matter
in the context of neurodiversity?

 Why might menopause be especially hard
for autistic (neurodivergent) people?

This talk will cover:

e What does the research tell us?

* Implications for supporting autistic
(neurodivergent) people



What is menopause, and
why does it matter in the
context of neurodiversity?



Menopause is one
of several critical
stages in lifespan
development...




Reproductive transitions = sensitive phases of increased
vulnerability to stress, mental and physical ill-health

Pregnancy?

Puberty Perimenopause
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Three epochs of the reproductive cycle
for people assigned female at birth...

Reproductive

Estrogen Levels

Birth

Puberty

Perimenopause Menopause

Perimenopause

Menopausal
transition

Oestrogen levels
across the lifecourse
in people assigned

female at birth
(Hoyt & Falconi, 2015)

Postmenopause




And those
Night sweats -
sym ptOmS...? Hot flushes/flashes night-time hot

HTHES

Difficulty sleeping

Problems with

ti_r:(?r\:gg; memory and
S concentration
irritability
» Symptoms start a few months or
. Mood changes —
years before periods stop DR o Moot o

anxiety

» On average, most symptoms stop
about 4 years after last period

Joint stiffness, Reduced muscle

PRl TONE aches and pains NERS

» 1 out of 10 women experience
symptoms for up to 12 years

Urinary tract
infections

» Huge implications for future health
and wellbeing

Source: NHS advice https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/menopause/symptoms/



o or THE | o
MID-LIFE _ At the same time, you're going
= D through midlife...

* Multiple role demands
* Financial pressures
 Redundancy

* Divorce

* Age discrimination




BEFORE MENOPAUSE AFTER MENOPAUSE

Estrogen receptor
density

HIGH

LOW

LOWEST |

Menopause is a neurological transition...

... a time of vulnerability for people with neurological differences, life adversity or
physical/mental health conditions

Mosconi et al. (2024)






Research tells us that
reproductive transitions
are really difficult

* Hormone sensitivity

* Menarche, puberty and monthly
menstrual cycles are tough

* Pregnancy, childbirth and the post-
natal period hold their own
challenges




1. Your body and mind change in
unpredictable and often
uncontrollable ways — difficult
for autistic people who struggle

And when it comes with change
to menopause...

why might it be
more challenging?




1. Your body and mind change in
unpredictable and often
uncontrollable ways — difficult
for autistic people who struggle

And when it comes with change

to meno pa use... 2. Menopause affects your thought
Why m | ght |t be processes, emotions, mental

. health and sensory experiences.
more challenging?




And when it comes
to menopause...

why might it be
more challenging?

Your body and mind change in
unpredictable and often
uncontrollable ways — difficult
for autistic people who struggle
with change

Menopause affects your thought
processes, emotions, mental
health and sensory experiences.

They may enter menopause less
well-prepared and with less
social and professional support.

They may also be less able to
communicate their experience to the
people they do have around them.




And when it comes
to menopause...

why might it be 5.

more challenging?

4. They are more likely to have

experienced past trauma,
which affects how you
experience menopause.

They are more likely to be
trans or gender-divergent.




6. They may not know
they are autistic
(especially millennials
and older).

That means they cannot
get appropriate support
or be kind to themselves
if they're struggling.




... SO what does research tell
us about autistic
experiences of menopause?
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We found that:

1. People often go in unprepared.

“I thought | was
going mad.”

“On my own with my
body and feelings”




We found that:

2. Menopause amplifies neurodivergent difficulties,

and neurodivergence amplifies menopause.

“My ADHD is broken, it's got
lots of D's in it, the deficit and
the disorder. Before that |
didn't feel it to be that way ...
you could have these
wonderful gifts.”

“The experience | had was very abrupt from being
guite capable... to being unrecognisable as that
person... being autistic can be a challenge but it does
give us skills... My most noticeable thing was that |
lost my skills [at menopause]... [how do others cope
with] being robbed of their skills?”




We found that:

2. Menopause amplifies neurodivergent difficulties,

and neurodivergence amplifies menopause.

“I would say that | found out that | am
autistic because I'm perimenopausal,
because I've stopped being able to
cope with my life, the life | was able to
cope with before.”




Jlso appears to be
ADHD

This _
the case N

(Pines, 2016)

“There is something
in those hormonal
shifts that brings
[autism] to the
surface ... that
makes it more

prominent”

(Participant,

Karavidas & de Visser, 2021)



We found that:

3. Menopausal symptoms have wide-reaching
Impacts.

“...a head full of cotton
wool and a body which
just isn't going to

behave.”

“crushing tiredness and
executive function of a
12-year-old”



We found that:

3. Menopausal symptoms have wide-reaching
Impacts.

“Whereas previously I'd
be a little bit grumpy - |
was psychotic, like ... my
emotions have been

turned up a notch”

“They say ...
menopause, it's not
life threatening,

but it bloody is, it’s
life threatening”



We found that:

-

3. Menopausal symptoms have wide-reaching
Impacts. \




We found that:

3. Menopausal symptoms have wide-reaching
Impacts.

“I couldn’t talk to
him about it
because | just
didn’t have words
for these things”



We found that:

4. Menopause happens during a time of immense
change... but people are affected to different degrees.

“a Venn diagram of
chaos”




Other studies

Autistic people do indeed paint a similar

have quantitatively higher :
levels of menopausal pICtU re...
symptoms than non-autistic

people....

Groenman et al. (2022)



... and neurodivergent people are badly
affected by menopause in a work context

“main driver for my work ethic disappeared... burned out.”

“thought | had early onset dementia... it was like my brain
had fallen out.”

“I feel stupid, really stupid, and that's incredibly devastating
to me. Because I've always relied on my intelligence, even
though I've struggled with so many things...”

Gotterdello and Steffan (2024)

Other studies
paint a similar
picture...



Could menopause representations
explain some of the difficulties?

We're trying to
understand

why

autistic people might
struggle at menopause...



“Understanding health and
wellbeing during menopause”

HENPICKED

Menopause in the Workplace



dan

Menopause
representations

People build menopause
representations to set
coping strategies to deal
with various struggles
related to menopause

(Leventhal et al., 1998; Moss-Morris et al., 2002)



1. Under-recognised health
needs and support

2. Neurodivergent characteristics
e.g. difficulty dealing with
sudden, unpredicted body
change

3. Psychosocial factors such as
negative experiences and
mental health

We're trying to
understand

why

autistic people might
struggle at menopause...



What can we take from this in
terms of supporting
neurodivergent people in the
workplace?



1. Be aware of this transition in
people late 30s-50. Think
“menopause on steroids”.

remember heightened sensory, emotions,
cognitive difficulties (impact on social
function / masking)

Likelihood that mental/physical health will
worsen












5. When faced with ‘complex’
patients (/suicidal behaviour,

“EUPD”, etc), be mindful of
undiagnosed neurodivergence.

Similarly, dysregulated people presenting
at other services (e.g. police) may be
neurodivergent.



Thank you for listening:

we’d love to answer your questions.

Read the research and download our favourite resources at:
https://www.scienceonthespectrum.net/talknotes

Our email addresses:
rmoseley@bournemouth.ac.uk
ekim@bournemouth.ac.uk



https://www.scienceonthespectrum.net/talknotes
mailto:rmoseley@bournemouth.ac.uk
mailto:ekim@bournemouth.ac.uk
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