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The Taskforce is working to implement a set of agreed 
actions to improve priority areas for women’s health 

The purpose of this meeting was to:

• Share updates on workstream activity since the last meeting 
including on  next steps with Priority 2020 actions

• Engage with women’s voices in mental health through St Patrick's 
Mental Health Services Advocacy Manager - Louise O’Leary & Chair 
of the Service Users and Supporters Council– Marian Slevin

• Engage with the National Screening Service on communication 
challenges in building understanding and trust in cancer screening –
discussion with Fiona Murphy, CEO & Fiona Ness, Communications 
Manager

• Further develop the work programme for the Taskforce in Year 2



Since the last meeting, workstreams have been 
progressing priorities on behalf of the Taskforce

• A Governance workshop on Gender Balance, Diversity and Inclusion was held on 27th November 2020

• Policy Platform workstream will continue testing their policy tool this month and report back at next meeting

• A Radical Listening internal information session was held on 11th December to discuss findings with colleagues

Rachel Kenna, CNO and Women’s Health spokesperson for the Department presented at ‘Bias: Gender Inequality in 
Healthcare and Research’, a Science Week event by RCSI's Obstetrics and Gynaecology Department .  

Outreach

Strengthening gender equality internally 

• Two Radical Listening Pilot Virtual Townhalls were held on the 27th of November and the 4th of December.

• 30 participants attended each session; with a number of Taskforce members joining in a listening capacity.

• What we have heard:

• Women are seeking information, and to be empowered in understanding and talking about their health 

• Women would like patient-centred care that is tailored to their needs

• Women are very positive about the chance to share their health experiences with a group of their peers 

and being listened to directly by the Taskforce

• These pilots will be reviewed to determine next steps for the radical listening exercise. 

Radical Listening



Improving supports for mental health is a priority for 
the Taskforce. We have learned and heard about the 
importance of mental health among women and girls

Many of the risk factors for experiencing mental health difficulties fall 

disproportionately on women.  Women in Ireland are more likely to:

• provide the majority of care for children and older people
• do the majority of work in the home
• parent alone
• experience violence and sexual assault
• be in unstable or part time employment
• earn less and be less financially secure

*Women’s Health in Ireland: Evidence Base for the Development of the 
Women’s Health Action Plan, NWCI, DoH, HSE

In April 2020, more than one in three (36.7%) female respondents had a low satisfaction score for overall life, 

up from approximately one in ten females (9.0%) in 2018.

*CSO Social Impact of COVID-19 on Women and Men

More women than men report mental health problems and more women than men engage in self-harm. 

Women are also more likely to attempt suicide.

*A Briefing on Women’s Mental Health in Ireland, NWCI, DoH, HSE



• Women make up majority of patients in St. Patricks Mental 
Health Service (3:2 ratio)

• Gender is a ‘critical determinant’ of mental health and mental 
health difficulties (WHO)

• Important differences as regards needs, experiences and 
causative factors

• Issues related to women’s mental health cannot be considered 
without acknowledging the relevance of the socio-economic 
and socio-cultural contexts within which women live

• Current and ongoing priority areas:
o Domestic violence
o Mental health of frontline workers
o Caring demands during the pandemic
o Older women’s mental health
o Trauma
o Perimenopause and menopause and impacts on mental 

health
o Other female physical health issues and mental health 

impacts (endometriosis, PMDD) 

The Taskforce listened to the experience of experts in 

Women’s Mental Health…

Louise O’Leary
Advocacy Manager at St 
Patrick's Mental Health 
Services and Women's 

Mental Health Network 
Coordinator



• The Chair of SUAS highlighted the range of social determinants 
and how these colour and inform individual experience of 
mental health, including the role of gender, social factors, 
childhood experiences, professional factors, family, and life 
experiences

• The role of education is key: we need to learn from countries 
that deliver more extensive mental health supports. There’s 
also a need to further educate and inform professionals 
working in this field and broader society

• It’s important to break down barriers, to promote equality and 
ensure zero tolerance on discrimination; to break 
disproportionate power divides and to challenge the status quo

• We need to listen to women’s voices from childhood through 
to adulthood

The Taskforce listened to the experience of experts in 

Women’s Mental Health…

Chair 
Service Users and 
Supporters (SUAS) 

Council



What were the key ‘takeaways’ for the Taskforce as it 
delivers a priority project on mental health in 2021?

• The contributions today underscore the importance of listening and how 

feeling heard can help empower people in their own health journey, and the 

impact of early intervention.

• We need to have women and girls voices at the centre of the design of our 

project on mental health.

• Important to recognise the role of General Practice in providing mental 

health care, with the majority of care treated in this setting. 

• Further access to community-based supports which can be accessed in a 

timely manner would be of real benefit, particularly as patients often prefer 

to access these supports in the community due to the stigma associated with 

accessing mental health services.



Taskforce members then engaged with the National 
Screening Service and the challenges it faces…

Fiona Murphy, 
CEO, National 
Screening 
Service

.

BreastCheck – The National Breast Screening Programme

CervicalCheck – The National Cervical Screening Programme

BowelScreen – The National Bowel Screening Programme

Diabetic RetinaScreen – The National Diabetic Retinal Screening Programme

Screening cannot detect and prevent all cancers. A negative test result is not a guarantee a 
person is clear of the condition, or that they won't develop it between screening appointments

Trust

Anger

Legal 
cases

Benefits 
lost

Staff

Costs • Proactive Communication
• Openness & Transparency 
• Delivery against objectives
• Meaningful involvement of stakeholders
• The support and challenge from external sources
• Improve processes, performance and structures
• Staff development, training and ownership

The Issues How can we rebuild trust?



Members highlighted two key areas of focus for rebuilding 
trust

Sharing information and education

• More data and information around the new HPV test element

• More information on population based screening
• Address misinformation online in real time as much as possible
• Consistent message from those delivering the cervical check programme to patients
• Information/education campaigns particularly aimed at school/college age
• The HPV vaccine programme is a good example of using a targeted approach to 

creating awareness of the benefits of the vaccine and increasing uptake

Importance of involving women and relatable voices

• Involve women in co-creation of communication and messaging 
• Highlight personal stories of women who have had a positive experience
• The Traveller community  which has very successfully used peer educators to address 

issues around trust

• Encourage more peer to peer support/education from those that have been through 
the screening process



Taskforce members considered the work programme for 
2021 including ongoing commitments to priority areas

Implementation of 2020 Priority Actions

• Gynaecological Health; 

• Menopause; 

• Physical Activity; 

• Public Education and Awareness 

Campaign

Improving Supports for Mental Health

• Joint project with Sharing the 

Vision National Implementation 

and Monitoring Committee

Strengthening gender equality within 

the Department

• Policy Platform, 

• Leading the Way 

Radical Listening

• Reviewing what we have heard 

from women and responding  



The Taskforce considered whether to include 
additional priorities in our work programme

A Strategic Focus
What do we want women’s 
health to look like in five 
years and how we will get 
there?

Marginalised 
Groups

• Older women
• Ethnic Minorities 
• LGBTQI+
• Women in institutions

Responding to COVID impact
• Support efforts to ensure women have 

information 
• Support efforts to ensure access to key 

services
• Focus on what works and what is helping
• Draw attention to impact on marginalised 

groups
• Take a leadership role 



Taskforce members indicated which priority they will 
support with their time in 2021 and broke into small 
groups to discuss next steps

What would success look like for 2021?

Physical Activity: Percentage of target population engaged in physical activity rises 

Gynaecology: Delivery of community gynaecology initiatives

Menopause: Enhanced information, education and access to menopause information and 

services

Strengthened gender equality internally:  Embedding gender in policy making, linking 

‘Policy Platform’ tool back to outcomes

Implementation of proposals to progress existing priorities: 

Mental Health: Delivery of commitment included in Sharing the vision to ensure that 

gender is explicitly considered in mental health policy

Strategic Focus: Delivery of a project to develop a longer term policy for women’s health 

with the Department of Health in a leadership role

Development of proposals for new priorities: 

Other priorities as determined by the Taskforce



Next steps in our Work Programme

• Proposals for Action: The Taskforce will further develop priority 
proposals under the initial 3 priority workstreams. 

• The national Radical Listening exercise will continue with further 
outreach and engagement. A series of national Town Halls is 
currently underway to test initial findings and get more information 
on women’s experiences. 

• Activity is ongoing within our Department of Health focused 
workstreams. 

• Women’s Health Weekly will reconvene in the New Year.

• Finalise our work programme for Q1/Q2 2021 with further 
development of Q3/4

• The next meeting will take place in February 2021.



Keep in Touch

Email: Womenshealthtaskforce@health.gov.ie

Webpage: https://www.gov.ie/en/campaigns/-womens-health/

Social Media: #womenshealthIRL

https://www.gov.ie/en/campaigns/-womens-health/

