Menopause Solutions

The word menopause literally means the permanent physiological, or natural, cessation of menstrual cycles, from the Greek roots 'meno' (month) and 'pausis' (a pause, a cessation). This is usually indicated by a permanent absence of monthly periods or menstruation.

Is menopause a disease or a normal biological event?

Menopause starts as the ovaries begin to fail to be able to produce an egg or ovum every month. It is the result of the depletion of almost all eggs in the ovaries. This causes an increase in circulating follicle stimulating hormone (FSH) and luteinizing hormone (LH) levels.  Since the process of producing and ripening the egg is also what creates several of the key hormones involved in the monthly cycle, this in turn interrupts the regular pattern of the hormone cycles, and gradually leads to the somewhat chaotic and long-drawn out shutting down of the whole reproductive system.

The break-up in the pattern of the menstrual cycles not only causes the levels of most of the reproductive hormones to drop over time, but also causes the reproductive hormones to fall out of phase with one another, which often leads to extreme and unpredictable fluctuations in the levels.

Not all women experience menopausal symptoms- 70% Hot Flushes, 40% Depression.

The normal age range for the occurrence of menopause is somewhere between the age of 45 and 55. The average age of menopause is 51 years.  Some women may reach menopause in their 30’s, while others keep menstruating into their late 50’s Menopause can also be surgically induced by removal of both ovaries and both fallopian tubes, which is often done in conjunction with a hysterectomy.
*Hypothalamus-Pituitary Ovarian-Uterine Relationship-Fig 1.

Perimenopause means the menopause transition years, the years both before and after the last period ever, when the majority of women find that they undergo at least some symptoms of hormonal change and fluctuation, such as hot flushes, etc.

During perimenopause, the production of most of the reproductive hormones diminishes and becomes more irregular, often with wide and unpredictable fluctuations in levels. During this period, fertility diminishes. Periods may be irregular and less predictable. This can last for a few years, or for ten years or even longer. Symptoms such as sweating, fatigue, irregular periods and insomnia occur in around 20-40% of perimenopausal women.
In women who have no periods, menopause can be determined by a simple home urine test for very high levels of Follicle Stimulating Hormone (FSH). (Promensil® Menopause Test Kit)  Low oestrogen and low DHEA are also seen.
Why do hot flushes occur?

-Imbalance in oestrogen dependant temperature regulation in the brain? A woman's reproductive hormone levels continue to drop and fluctuate for some time into post-menopause, so any hormone withdrawal symptoms that a woman may be experiencing do not necessarily stop right away, but may take quite some time, even several years, to disappear completely. 

-TCM perspective- rising kidney yang? Yang is active, dry and hot.  Before 35yo a women is primarily yin- moist, receptive, and passive.  As she gets older yang begins to express- quicker to anger, stands up for herself more, creative expression.

-Rising Kundalini Energy? Signals personal growth, awareness, Siddis-Clairvoyance, Intuition.

*Steroidogenic Pathway-Fig 2.

Low DHEA and testosterone levels may be an indicator of osteoporosis, fatigue, low libido and depression. Getting DHEA normal, may be the key to healthy menopause.
Adrenal fatigue may be an important factor in explaining the severity of menopausal symptoms.  Low cortisol levels may be present along with fatigue, exhaustion and lowered immunity.
Herbs such as Panax Ginseng, Siberian Ginseng, Withania, Shatavari, Licorice, Rehmania and Rhodiola help support the adrenal glands.  Multi B’s are also helpful. 
Any period-like flow that might occur during post-menopause, even just spotting, must be reported to a doctor. The cause may in fact be minor, but the possibility of endometrial cancer must be checked for and eliminated.

Symptoms of menopause:
Vasomotor:

    * Hot flushes, including night sweats and, in a few people, cold flashes

    * sleep disturbances, poor quality sleep, light sleep, insomnia

Urogenital atrophy, also known as vaginal atrophy

    * thinning of the membranes of the vulva and the outer urinary tract, along with shrinking and loss in elasticity of all of the outer and inner genital areas

    * itching

    * Dryness
    * bleeding

    * Watery discharge

    * Urinary frequency

    * Urinary urgency

    * Urinary incontinence

    * increased susceptibility to urinary tract infections

Skeletal

    * Osteopenia and the risk of osteoporosis gradually developing over time 

    * Joint pain, muscle pain

    * back pain

Skin, soft tissue

    * Breast atrophy

    * skin thinning and becoming drier

    * decreased elasticity of the skin

    * Formication, a sensation of pins and needles, or ants crawling on or under the skin

Psychological

    * Mood disturbance

    * Irritability
    * Fatigue
    * Memory loss, and problems with concentration

    * Depression and/or anxiety

Sexual

    * Decreased libido

    * Vaginal dryness and vaginal atrophy

    * Problems reaching orgasm

    * Dyspareunia or painful intercourse

Hormone replacement therapy or HRT

Utilises oestrogen or a combination of oestrogen and progesterone and aims to replace the diminishing levels present in the body. 

In January 2003, the FDA required Wyeth to affix a "black box" warning to PremPro, stating:

    "WARNING

    Estrogens and progesterones should not be used for the prevention of cardiovascular disease. The Women’s Health Initiative (WHI) reported increased risks of myocardial infarction, stroke, invasive breast cancer, pulmonary emboli, and deep vein thrombosis in postmenopausal women during 5 years of treatment with conjugated equine estrogens (0.625 mg) combined with medroxyprogesterone acetate (2.5 mg) relative to placebo “
For years previously women had been advised by doctors that hormone therapy after menopause might reduce their risk of heart disease and prevent various aspects of aging.

Not surprisingly many women ceased HRT after the 2003 Warning.

Currently HRT is prescribed for short term treatment of hot flushes and osteoporosis.

Antidepressants such as paroxetine (Aropax), Fluoxetine hydrochloride (Prozac), and Venlafaxine hydrochloride (Effexor) have been used with some success in the treatment of hot flashes, improving sleep, mood, and quality of life. 

To come off HRT is best to first build up adrenal function and support the nervous system. Then it is best to slowly reduce HRT.

Complementary and alternative therapies
Phytoestrogens are plant compounds that are similar in chemical makeup to the female sex hormone oestrogen, but with much lower potency. They act at the oestrogen receptor sites in a woman’s body. This may reduce menopausal symptoms in some women.

Phytoestrogens can be found in foods and also in supplements. The three types of phytoestrogens and their dietary sources include:

    * Isoflavones – good sources include soy products (esp tofu, tempeh and miso-1 cup whole soya milk/day) and beans (such as lima beans and lentils).

    * Lignans – good sources include fruit, vegetables and grains, and oilseeds such as linseed or Flaxseed meal (richest source). Fennel, Celery, Parsley.
    * Coumestans – good sources include sprouting seeds such as alfalfa.

-Herbal Steroidal Saponins or glycosides- may fill vacant oestrogen receptor sites in the hypothalamus.  
-Its also important to have healthy bowel flora-probiotics and prebiotics can be useful.  As these good bacteria break down the glycosides in herbs and foods making  available for uptake into the body.  Also healthy flora favourably balances sex hormones in women and men.

Black Cohosh

Used in Europe for over 40years, with over 1.5 million women treated.
A review of 8 clinical trials published in 1998 found that Black Cohosh is a safe and effective alternative to HRT in post menopausal women.  Symptoms responding to treatment include: hot flushes, vaginal thinning, night sweats, sleep disturbances, anxiety and depression. Seems to have a greater benefit for women in the early stages of menopause.  Hot flushes respond best to treatment. However anxiety and depression decrease significantly over 3 months of treatment.  Comparable to HRT in many studies.

Potential liver damage:

Kerry Bone, a practicing herbalist and research chemist, has stated that recent of potential liver damage reports have "some serious flaws": the presence of black cohosh in the products consumed was not definitely established, and the name and dosage of the products were not specified.

Uncontrolled reports and human clinical trials including more than 2800 patients have demonstrated the low incidence of adverse events associated with black cohosh. And, as of July , 2000, only 35 adverse reactions to the herb were included in a database of reported adverse reactions to pharmaceutical and herbal products maintained by the World Health Organization Collaborating Centre for International Drug Monitoring. Black Cohosh is a safe treatment for  menopause symptoms and is the most researched and important botanical menopause therapy to date.
Tribulus

Very popular herb in Europe for the treatment of menopausal symptoms.

A small study of 50 women found Tribulus to be 98% effective at reducing symptoms of hot flushes, sweating and insomnia. 
Balances HPA axis. Helps to increase levels of DHEA.

Shatavari

Translates as “She who possessed a hundred husbands”- An Aryvedic female reproductive tonic used for sexual debility and infertility in women and men (Use with Withania is very good).  Promotes oestrogen production and balance, helps menopausal symptoms, promotes lactation and is also a general tonic for debility, fatigue and infections.

Wild Yam
The compound diosgenin (an oestrogen-like compound) is found in wild yams. The progesterone used in creams, pessaries, suppositories and the contraceptive pill is synthesised from diosgenin. Oestrogens and testosterone can also be synthesised from diosgenin. This does not mean wild yam creams have a progesterone-boosting effect. To produce progesterone, the diosgenin has to be chemically changed in the laboratory. The human body doesn’t have the enzymes to do this.

May work in the hypothalamus to balance oestrogen receptors
No medical evidence supports the claims that wild yam creams can ease menopausal symptoms. Traditionally, wild yam has not been used as a cream but, rather, taken orally. Most herbalists specialising in the management of perimenopausal women do not prescribe or recommend wild yam cream, yet it remains a popular over-the-counter remedy for women who self-prescribe- anecdotal evidence suggests some beneficial effect

Herbal Isoflavones:

Red Clover

Traditionally used as a cleansing agent for skin conditions such as psoriasis and eczema.  The evidence for it’s effectiveness in treating menopausal symptoms is mixed and not as strong as Black Cohosh.  Some studies have shown positive results in decreasing the incidence of hot flushes.

Soy 

Genistein, a phytoestrogen isoflavone found in soy products, may help increase bone health by reducing bone loss in osteopenic postmeneopausal women. Osteopenic patients suffer from osteopenia or low bone density.

Other Herbs:

Chaste Tree
According to Dioscorides (40AD) “A weight of 1 drachma in wine makes the menses come on earlier, detaches the embryo, attracts the milk, goes to your head and brings sleep.”

Melatonin secretion is increased by taking Chaste tree, which results in improved quality of sleep, powerful antioxidant, improved immunity and immunosurvelance (killing cancer cells).  A melatonin saliva test is now available.
Sage

Useful for hot sweats and perspiration.
St John’s Wort

Useful to improve mood in mild depression and improve sexual wellbeing

Nutrients

Vit E 800IU/day may decrease hot flushes, proven benefit for heart.
EFA’s-omega 3,6,9.  Evening Primrose oil may decrease hot flushes.  Fish oils- effective for depression, heart health and antiinflammatory.

Magnesium- to help with osteoporsis and in conjunction with B6 and Zinc-help to balance women’s hormones.

Acupuncture
Has been beneficial in some studies to help improve the symptoms of menopause.

Osteoporosis
Complementary therapies shown to reduce osteoporotic risk include calcium supplementation (best with other minerals as well as Zinc and Vit C for collagen) and some exercise programs.  Vitamin D levels must also be adequate. Some other popular therapies, including phytoestrogens and the herb black cohosh, may have some effect.  Soy and Red clover may also be helpful.
Diet:
Best to avoid all stimulants- esp coffee.

Whole foods with plenty of variety.

5-6 different colours of vegetables/day.

5-6 different colours of fruits/day.

Eat a variety of legumes inc soy.

Eat a variety of wholegrains- not just wheat
Low fat meats in moderation.
