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INTRODUCTION


The menopause is the life stage when your ovaries stop releasing eggs and you no longer have a monthly period. The hormonal changes this causes can affect women in a variety of ways – though some sail through virtually problem-free. But remember, menopause is a normal, natural process and often the ideal time to welcome change and revamp your lifestyle. Whether you think you’re approaching the menopause, or your symptoms have already started, this book aims to help you understand what is happening in your body and to navigate your way through the various lifestyle changes, complementary therapies and medical treatments that could benefit you. Chapter 1 talks about the symptoms you could experience and why, while in Chapter 2 you’ll find practical tips to help you cope. The hormonal havoc menopause causes can also impact on your mood, so Chapter 3 explains how you can boost your mental well-being.


Improving your well-being should not only reduce your menopausal symptoms, but also set you up for a fitter, happier later life, so you’ll find lots of healthy living advice specifically aimed at this life stage in Chapter 4. However, if you find your menopausal symptoms are severely affecting your quality of life, you should seek advice from your doctor or medical practitioner, who may prescribe HRT. Given the negative press about HRT in recent years you may feel unsure whether it is safe for you to take. The final chapter aims to help you weigh up whether the benefits of HRT are likely to outweigh the risks for you personally. If you decide that HRT is not for you, you’ll also find details of other treatments and therapies that could help ease your symptoms.
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CHAPTER 1
 [image: images]
UNDERSTANDING MENOPAUSE


Menopause is the end of menstruation and as a result the ovaries stop producing the female hormones oestrogen and progesterone. In a way it is a non-event, as you will only know for sure that you have gone through the menopause when you have not had a period for one year. Experts advise women to continue using contraception for a year after their last period, as there is still a risk of falling pregnant. If you experience any bleeding 12 months or longer after the date of your last period you should seek medical advice. The dip in hormone levels causes changes in the body, just as rising levels did at puberty. But remember, this fall in female hormones does not make you any less attractive; with age comes wisdom and a feeling of being more comfortable in your own skin.


Also, it’s important to realize that although your oestrogen levels will decrease dramatically, your body will still produce about 40 per cent of your pre-menopausal levels. This mainly happens in the fat cells, which turn hormones called androgens – which are made by the adrenal glands – into a form of oestrogen called oestrone. The hormonal changes the menopause brings can give rise to a range of symptoms. This chapter aims to give you an overview of the kind of symptoms you might experience and why, as well as the effects they can have on your everyday life. But don’t despair, the chapters that follow offer you practical lifestyle tips to help you deal with the challenges the menopause brings and turn it into a positive experience.




 


 


 


 


 




I’VE DISCOVERED THAT THIS IS YOUR MOMENT TO REINVENT YOURSELF AFTER YEARS OF FOCUSING ON THE NEEDS OF EVERYONE ELSE.


Oprah Winfrey




 


 


 


 


 




1.
 KNOW WHEN TO EXPECT MENOPAUSE


Menopause usually happens between 45 and 55 years of age, when a woman’s oestrogen levels naturally decline. The average age at menopause is 51. The age that you can expect to reach menopause is often genetic, so finding out when your mother had her last menstrual period could give you some idea of when to expect yours. Some women go through the menopause earlier – sometimes in their 20s or 30s. This is defined as early menopause and usually needs medical attention because, as well as affecting fertility, it can also have long-term consequences for heart and bone health. Early menopause can be triggered by undergoing breast cancer treatment or having your ovaries removed, or by a stressful life event like divorce or losing a loved one. Lifestyle factors may also play a part – for example, women who smoke may start menopause earlier than average.




 


 


 


 


 






2.
 RECOGNIZE THE SYMPTOMS


Menopausal symptoms can vary from one woman to another. The first sign you’re starting the menopause is usually a change in the frequency and pattern of your periods – they may happen more or less often, and be either lighter or heavier. Other menopausal symptoms you may experience to varying degrees include hot flushes and night sweats, insomnia, vaginal dryness and urinary tract infections (cystitis), as well as loss of libido, anxiety, depression, aches and pains (including headaches and migraines), bloating and weight gain. You may even be one of the lucky ones who experience hardly any problems at all! However, if your symptoms are especially troublesome, or if they happen before you’re 45, it’s important to seek advice from your medical practitioner. They will likely confirm you are menopausal from your symptoms, but they may do a blood test if there is any doubt.




 


 


 


 


 




3.
 KEEP A SYMPTOM DIARY


You may find it helpful to start keeping a diary of your symptoms – brief notes to keep track of the changes happening in your body, both physical changes and any unusual emotions you are experiencing. This can be useful if you need to look back and assess your progress and to have a record if you need to seek medical help. It may also help you determine which of the following tips work best for you, whether it’s modifying your diet, taking certain supplements, or becoming more physically active. If you make positive lifestyle changes for a period of at least three months, but your records show no obvious improvement in your symptoms, you might consider discussing the possibility of trying HRT with your medical practitioner. For more information see Chapter 5.




 


 


 


 


 




4.
 FIND OUT ABOUT HOT FLUSHES


Around eight out of ten menopausal women experience hot flushes. They can start a few months or years before your periods stop and can continue for several years afterwards. However, you will likely experience them most often in the year following your final period. You may notice a sudden sensation of heat radiating across your upper body, often starting in your face, neck or chest, before moving upwards or downwards. The affected areas may become red and blotchy, your heart rate may increase, and you may start sweating. Some women feel dizzy and anxious too. It’s thought hormonal fluctuations affect the functioning of the hypothalamus, which controls temperature, so it mistakenly tells your body it is too hot and blood vessels under the skin suddenly widen, causing the release of heat. To be prepared, discover how to cool down and stay calm and in control in Chapter 2.




 


 


 


 


 




5.
 KNOW ABOUT NIGHT SWEATS


Night sweats are hot flushes that happen during the night when they can disrupt sleep, stopping you from dropping off and awakening you throughout the night. One minute you’re feeling too hot, removing your nightwear and throwing back your duvet, and the next you’re too cold and pulling everything back on. Or you may wake up to find your nightwear and bedding drenched with perspiration, and need to change them. Any of this can lead to a lack of sleep that causes low mood and irritability the next day. Insufficient sleep can also cause weight gain because it disrupts the hormones that tell you when you’re hungry and when you’re full. Happily, there are lots of practical ways you can cut your risk of night sweats and cope when they happen – see Chapter 2. For advice on improving your sleep, see Chapter 3.




 


 


 


 


 




I always take time to wind down at the end of the day.




 


 


 


 


 




6.
 UNDERSTAND WHY YOU MAY STRUGGLE TO SLEEP


One of the challenges for many menopausal women is getting to sleep and staying asleep due to the fall in oestrogen and progesterone. Oestrogen regulates hormones like serotonin and dopamine that affect both mood and the sleep/wake cycle, so lower levels can impact on sleep. Also, progesterone has calming, relaxing properties that help induce slumber. When levels fall at menopause, many women can experience restlessness and racing thoughts. You also tend to make less melatonin, the “sleep hormone”, as you get older. And sometimes when you do fall asleep, night sweats can wake you up throughout the night. When you have a night sweat your body releases the stress hormone adrenaline, which has a stimulating effect on the mind, making it harder still to switch off and go back to sleep. Find out how you can overcome these effects and sleep more soundly in Chapter 3.
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