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Addressing the gap

Being diagnosed and treated promptly is crucial to more successful treatment of any condition. 
As part of our ongoing work to improve access to healthcare , we conducted nationally representative research into the healthcare 
experiences of women and men in Ireland. What we found? A serious gender health gap with high-stakes consequences for women 
and their employers. 
Women are more likely than men to:
•	 delay seeking medical help for fear of 

not being taken seriously.
•	 suspect their health concerns were 

overlooked or misunderstood.
•	 feel pressure in the workplace to 

manage symptoms silently.

•	 take painkillers to push through the 
work day.

•	 feel as though their health concerns 
are not serious enough to mention to 
their employer.

•	 feel the need to downplay symptoms 
in work.

Female employees are often dealing with 
serious symptoms, but struggle to access 
support – both from the healthcare 
system and their employers. 
Read on for expert insights into the 
gender health gap and how you can take 
steps to help close it for your employees, 
with support from laya healthcare and 
AXA. 

Sinéad Proos  
Head of Health & Wellbeing,  
laya healthcareOn laya healthcare’s behalf, Bounce Insights conducted research 

among a nationally representative sample of 1,000 adults in Ireland – 
with additional weighting of female respondents – in July 2025.
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57% have delayed seeking medical help for fears of not being taken seriously.

87% have experienced at least one female health issue.

83% experience menstrual or pelvic pain – rising to 90% for ages 18-44.

69% have felt uncomfortable discussing a female health issue at work.

73% have felt the need to downplay or hide symptoms at work.

The gender health 
gap – in numbers

Far too many women are 
suffering in silence. Among 
the women we surveyed, 
pain was widespread – as 
was hesitance to seek help 
or discuss their struggles 
with their managers.

57%

73%

69%

83%

87%
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This leaves women dealing with their 
symptoms without proper support or 
treatment, and gives health issues time 
to worsen unnecessarily.

Have you ever delayed seeking medical help for a health 
issue because you feared you wouldn’t be taken seriously?

Female

Male

All Adults

43%

50%

46%

20%

27%

23%

37%

23%

30%

No Yes, once Yes, more than once

Delays in seeking care

Women worry that their health 
concerns won’t be taken seriously 
causing them to delay seeking 
treatment and harming their health.
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What women are up against
The gender health gap means women are more likely to have challenges in accessing the right care. Recent EU research 
backs this up, finding while women typically outlive men, they spend more years in poor health.

Widespread pain
•	Women are more likely than men to 

suffer from chronic pain.  
•	Many women regularly experience 

menstrual or pelvic pain,  but few are 
comfortable discussing those issues at 
work.

•	The ‘pain bias’ in healthcare means 
women’s pain is more likely to be 
underestimated. 

•	As the previous page shows, knowing 
their pain may be dismissed delays 
many women from seeking diagnosis 
and treatment.

Reproductive health challenges
Many women face serious issues when 
it comes to reproductive health – often 
silently – including:

•	miscarriage and recurrent pregnancy 
loss

•	postnatal depression and anxiety
•	pregnancy-related complications
•	infertility or fertility challenges.
•	PCOS / endometriosis / period pain
Women can find it tough to discuss 
these deeply personal issues with 
employers. Moreover, they might fear 
hurting their career prospects if they’re 
open about attempts to have a child.

Lack of research
Only around 5% of global medical 
research and development funding goes 
to women’s health – and just 1% to non-
cancer women’s conditions.
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The lives behind 
the numbers

Reality check

Behind these gender health gaps statistics 
are real lives – lived by real women in 
Ireland, who face real challenges with 
healthcare here.  Laya healthcare is 
committed to giving them the power of 
faster access to change outcomes.

Women deserve faster, fairer,  
evidence-based care.

Many common women’s health conditions 
are underdiagnosed. 
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Sandra’s story

Sandra Murphy’s life was transformed by her access 
to pioneering treatment when it mattered most.

“For years, I lived with debilitating pain that was 
dismissed as ‘just period pain’. It affected my sleep, 
work and relationships, and I felt ignored.”

Sandra’s GP referred her for investigations, and laya 
healthcare covered her surgery and hospital stay 
abroad. 

“Getting the right care changed my life – but 
too many women are still facing avoidable pain, 
delayed diagnoses and poor access to treatment. 
In this day and age, that simply shouldn’t be the 
case.”
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AXA invests €3.4m to close the 
gender health gap
“Closing the Gender Health Gap is a win-win-win situation. Addressing the 
Gender Health Gap requires a collective commitment from all actors in the 
healthcare field and at AXA we want to be part of the solution.”

Laya is now Part of AXA, the No.1 health insurer in Europe. AXA is tackling gender health 
inequalities through a €3.4m AXA Research Fund investment in over 20 research projects 
worldwide, from menopause and cardiovascular risk to the impact of hormones on health. 
In Ireland, AXA funding supports Dr. Michelle Lavin (RCSI) in her work to reduce postpartum 
haemorrhage, a leading cause of maternal death. Under its global initiative “Being a woman 
shouldn’t be a risk”, AXA has also established a Research Lab on Gender Equality to close 
knowledge gaps and drive change.

Laya healthcare, part of AXA – looking after you always, with faster access to care.
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Patrick Cohen
CEO of AXA European Markets 

and Health



Employees hit hard: 
the workplace impact 

The gender health gap is more than a 
healthcare issue. It’s an economic and 
equality issue affecting productivity, 
retention and wellbeing.

Far too many women are hiding their pain 
and wellbeing struggles while at work. 
HR teams need to ensure employees feel 
safe confiding in their managers – and that 
those managers are prepared to handle 
sensitive, confidential discussions.
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Have you ever felt unable or uncomfortable to 
discuss a gender-specific health issue with your 
manager at work?
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Uncomfortable 
conversations 
Gender-specific health issues can be difficult 
for anyone to discuss with their manager. 
While 49% of women felt unable to do so – 
or uncomfortable about it – 44% of men did 
as well.
Managers’ gender, however, makes a difference. 
Women were more than twice as likely to report 
frequently feeling uncomfortable discussing 
gender-specific health concerns with a male 
manager than with a female manage.



What were the main reasons you didn’t feel 
comfortable discussing a gender-specific health 
issue with your manager?

I felt embarrassed

I didn’t want to be seen as unreliable or weak

My manager wouldn’t understand it or take it seriously

I didn’t feel comfortable discussing it with a male manager

I didn’t think it was serious enough to mention

Uncomfortable 
conversations 

Women are more likely than 
men to feel embarrassed about 
these discussions (35% vs 15%), 
and more concerned about 
being seen as unreliable or 
weak (33% vs 19%).

35%

33%

20%

30%

27%

15%

19%

14%

15%

17%

Female Male
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Have you done any of the following to downplay or 
hide symptoms of a health issue in the workplace?

Worked from home to manage symptoms discreetly

Took painkillers to push through the day

Used annual leave to avoid explaining	

Called in sick but gave a different reason

I’ve never felt the need to downplay/hide symptoms

21%

66%

23%

36%

16%

26%

36%

21%

28%

27%

Female Male
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Downplaying struggles 
Women are much more likely to have taken 
painkillers to push through the workday, with 
66% of women (rising to 71% for ages 25-44) vs 
36% of men having done so.
This may reflect women’s increased likelihood of chronic 
pain, as well as widespread period and pelvic pain – 
along with a possibility women feel more pressure to 
manage symptoms silently. 

More than four in five women have felt the need to 
downplay symptoms – 84% of them overall, rising to 
90% among women aged 25-44. Among men, 73% 
have felt the need to downplay symptoms at work.



It’s time for clinical solutions

For Dr Sumi Dunne, GP and specialist in women’s health, the gender 
health gap is a daily reality. Her experience bears out our research, 
and the real-world impact of care inequalities.  

“As a doctor, these findings reflect what I see in my practice every 
day.For too long, women’s pain – especially period and pelvic 
pain – has been normalised or in instances not heard robustly.  This 
research shows a huge impact – not just on physical health, but 
on mental wellbeing, trust in doctors and even career growth.  It’s 
crucial that healthcare professionals have time to listen, believe 
women’s experiences and make sure they get the appropriate care 
at the right time, without bias or delay because of their gender.”
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Dr Sumi Dunne
GP and specialist in 

women’s health



What employers 
must remember

When you foster a workplace 
culture where openness is 
encouraged – and confidentiality 
guaranteed – it builds trust, 
wellbeing and productivity among 
your employees.
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Supporting women through their 
health journey
“Every day, we speak with women navigating deeply personal and often 
complex health journeys; from menopause and menstrual dysfunction to 
fertility challenges and pregnancy-related concerns. One member recently 
reached out in despair over severe brain fog linked to menopause, seeking 
specialist support. Others contact us for guidance on managing irregular 
bleeding, fatigue, or the emotional toll of pregnancy loss. 

We listen, we support, and we guide them to the right specialists whether 
that’s a gynaecologist, fertility expert, or mental health professional. We 
also help members understand their options of care, and even discuss 
how to approach conversations with their employers. Our role is to meet 
them where they are, provide clarity, and ensure they feel heard and 
supported on their journey.” 
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Catriona Holland
Healthcare Concierge Nurse, 

laya healthcare



Laya healthcare and AXA
Laya healthcare is Part of AXA - the No.1 health insurer in Europe. Together, we’re committed to 
help close the gender health gap through faster access to care and tailored support for women. 
Our best-in-class healthcare solutions include fast, easy access to:

GP Live 
Laya healthcare members can book video consultations with a 
GP at no additional cost, for trustworthy, expert support when 
pain or other concerns arise. Women can choose to see a 
female GP if they prefer.

Medical expertise across Ireland
Members have access to more than 3,800 Consultants, and 
access to more than 100 facilities across public, private, and 
high-tech hospitals.

Laya Health and Wellbeing Clinics
For minor illnesses or injuries, our members turn to Ireland’s 
faster urgent care. They’re seen in under 60 minutes in our 
network of consultant-led Health and Wellbeing Clinics. 

Scans in 5 days. Results in 2 days. 
Get faster access to MRI, X-Ray, and ultrasound at our laya 
health and wellbeing clinics.

24/7 Mental Wellbeing Support
Dealing with stress, fertility issues or menopause-related 
anxiety? Our 24/7 Mental Wellbeing Support Programme 
provides in the the moment support for a qualified counsellor. 

Fertility support
The path to getting pregnant isn’t always straightforward. We 
offer flexible, inclusive fertility benefits on a ‘per year’ basis 
rather than ‘per lifetime’.  From preparing your mind and body 
to accessing cutting-edge treatments, we’re here to support 
every stage of your fertility journey.
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Supporting Women’s Health in the Workplace – 
What can HR leaders do?

Normalise health 
conversations

Promote open 
dialogue around 

periods, menopause, 
miscarriage, and 

more through 
internal campaigns 

and manager 
training.

Flexible work 
policies 

Offer flexible hours, 
remote options, 
and protected 

time for medical 
appointments.

Inclusive culture 
and leadership

Train HR and 
managers on gender-

sensitive support. 
Ensure women’s 

health is represented 
at leadership level.

Awareness and 
advocacy

Spotlight women’s 
health - recognise 

key dates like Breast 
Cancer Awareness 

Month & Menopause 
Awareness Day.

Gender-sensitive 
health & safety 

Review policies 
and ergonomic 
assessments to 
reflect women’s 

specific health needs, 
working towards 

reducing gender bias.
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A beat ahead in  
workplace wellbeing

Over 2,500 organisations across Ireland 
stay a beat ahead with laya healthcare’s 
health and wellbeing programmes. 

To find out more go to:  
layahealthcare.ie/health-horizons
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We move to the beat of your business.

Insurance provided by AXA Insurance dac trading as laya 
healthcare. Laya Healthcare Limited, trading as laya healthcare 
and laya life, is regulated by the Central Bank of Ireland. 

Get in touch with our team: 
corporatebusiness@layahealthcare.ie


