HORMONE THERAPY.......

to take or not to take for menopausal symptoms.......

What a controversial issue is the taking of hormone therapy (HT) for menopausal symptoms these days.

The time of menopause is a complicated time of life,which some women sail through with hardly a blink, and during which some women have enormous problems, and most women are placed somewhere in the middle. It is defined as a year after the last menstrual period, but the years around this date are where the problems lie. Not only is there a big change in the female hormones around this time, but it is a reminder of the end of a woman's fertility, a time when the children are growing up and leaving the nest, and a time when parents are becoming  frail and dependent. A turbulent time for many women.

The use of HT has peaked and troughed over the years since its introduction in the 1960s, but as many women will attest, it remains far and away the most effective treatment for the hormonal symptoms of menopause. However it is not without side effects, and there are lots of other important and effective prescription treatments available, and some complementary and alternative treatments.

Up until the release of the Womens Health Initiative (WHI) Study in 1998 and 2002, more and more women were taking HT for the relief it afforded for hot flushes and sweats particularly, but also for mood changes, skin changes, and bladder problems. It was also used until this time for heart disease, and osteoporosis. It was considered very safe, and I have even heard an eminent gynaecologist recommend that every woman would benefit from taking it from midlife onwards. It was the wonder drug.  

So what happened??

The WHI study was released. There are criticisms of this study, and the results have to be carefully interpreted, but the experts have agreed that in the study, after taking combined (oestrogen and progesterone) HT for more than 5 yrs, there was a slight, but significant increase in the incidence of heart attacks, strokes, blood clots, and breast cancer; there was a significant decrease in the incidence of bowel cancer, and hip fractures; and there was no significant change in the incidence of endometrial cancer, or deaths.

Before 5 years the risks were much less, and don't forget, that each individual has a different risk of getting each of these diseases anyway, depending on their lifestyle, and family history, and personal medical history. 

So what should I do?

I would advise anyone, that whether or not to take HT has to be a personal choice taken after discussion with your medical practitioner. Look at other options first. Address any stresses related to empty nests, and aging parents as much as possible. Look at your lifestyle..... make sure that you are getting a balanced diet, and taking plenty of exercise. Make sure that you take regular time out from a busy life to do something you enjoy, especially something that makes you laugh!! Use yoga and relaxation techniques. Being relaxed and happy makes you psychologically much stronger, and more able to ride over any problems. 

The study showed that HT can be taken relatively safely for 1 - 2 years, which should combat the worst of the symptoms. It is with longer term use, that the side effects can become a problem. It is sensible to take the lowest effective dose that controls the symptoms adequately and then the dose can be gradually tapered off. There are other prescription medications that are suitable for some women, and these can again be discussed with your medical practitioner.

On a different note, there are complementary and alternative therapies which can be very helpful to some people. Black Cohosh (contained in Remifemin) has been shown in trials to have some effect. Red clover (contained in Promensil), other phytoestrogens, and dong quai are often used but have conflicting evidence of effectiveness. Be aware that they can have side effects and drug interactions. Acupuncture can give relief.

For relief of vaginal dryness, see your medical practitioner for oestrogen creams or pessaries. These act locally, and tend not to be absorbed enough to cause systemic problems.

In summary

Menopause can be a complicated time in womens' lives. It is a period of readjustment, a time to take stock, and move on to the next phase of life; a time when women need support more than ever from their family and friends. HT is just one tool, which can be extremely helpful at this time if used wisely.

Don't forget that your medical practitioner is a great source of information so feel free to go and discuss these issues with him or her, and we now have a dedicated Womens Health Clinic at Stirk Medical Group, in both Kalamunda and High Wycombe.

Dr Cathy Civil

Stirk Medical Group

Some useful websites:

Australian Menopause Society - www.menopause.org.au

Jean Hailes Foundation - www.jeanhailes.org.au

