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Introduction

				For more than 10 years, millions of readers have trusted the bestselling Everything® series for expert advice and important information on health topics ranging from pregnancy and postpartum care to heart health, anxiety, and diabetes. Packed with the most recent, up-to-date data, Everything® health guides help you get the right diagnosis, choose the best doctor, and find the treatment options that work for you. 

				The Everything® Healthy Living Series books are concise guides, focusing on only the essential information you need. Whether you’re looking for an overview of traditional and alternative migraine treatments, advice on starting a heart-healthy lifestyle, or suggestions for finding the right medical team, there’s an Everything® Healthy Living book for you. 


				
Menopause

				Despite its reputation, menopause is more than just some annoying phase that women go through. Like puberty, it is a physical marker that ushers you into a new stage of your life, and (like puberty) it requires time and information to understand all the changes. If you are a woman experiencing the hormone swings and changes that accompany menopause, then the more you know about what’s coming, the better you will be able to take charge of your transition.



				Although the basics of healthy menopause boil down to the basics of all healthy lifestyles — exercise, diet, sleep, and state of mind — this book explores them as they relate to your journey through that last reproductive hurdle. It offers you choices for improving your health and well being, and ideas for making menopause the beginning of an exciting and enriching time. You have a continuing opportunity for improving your life, and menopause is the perfect excuse to take stock and make the changes you’ve been meaning to make for years.

				The baby boomers have had an enormous impact on American life in their every stage of development. As children they required more and better schools; as young adults they redefined sexual expectations and intimacy; as a workforce they have changed the landscape of “work environment”; and it only stands to reason that they will change our collective outlook on getting older. With so many women approaching menopause, there will be more attention to this important stage of life, and there is already more research and information than ever before on women’s health over the lifespan. If you are approaching menopause or in the midst of it, you are in a lot of good company.

				Above all, you need support and knowledge. You need information that teaches you about menopause and that helps you make the right choices for you. Keeping your perspective during a time of hormone shifts and life changes is no small matter. And keeping your health as you move through menopause and beyond will make the transition not a dreaded ordeal, but rather the open door to the rest of your life.

				If you’d like to learn more about menopause, check out the print version of The Everything® Health Guide to Menopause, 2nd Edition, available in print (978-1-59869-405-5).

	
Coping with Hot Flashes

				When women talk about the bothersome aspects of menopause, hot flashes are the symptom they cite — and complain about — most often. Though hot flashes fade over time, severe symptoms can disrupt both the waking and sleeping hours of your busy life for several years. Fortunately, there are many ways to relieve or reduce hot flashes, but you need to choose carefully — and be sure to consult with your health care professional.


				
Hot Flash Facts

				Hot flashes are considered a “vasomotor” symptom. This means they are the result of a change in your body’s ability to regulate the opening and closing of blood vessels. About 75 percent of all women passing through the stages of menopause will experience hot flashes during some part of the transition. Though hot flashes are a common symptom of menopause, in many cases they are a minor inconvenience rather than an alarming problem. Hot flashes (sometimes called hot flushes) often begin with an increase in heart rate and a slight feeling of warmth, usually occurring in the face, neck, and shoulders.



				A Range of Symptoms

				Women describe hot flashes differently, depending upon how frequent or how dramatic their symptoms are. Mild or moderate hot flashes may last anywhere from one to fifteen minutes and cause feelings of mild warmth, accompanied by light perspiration and a slightly dry mouth. After the flash passes, the skin may feel slightly clammy. Mild hot flashes pass with little or no impact on general feelings of well-being.

				Severe hot flashes can last from thirty seconds to thirty minutes and cause the skin temperature to rise dramatically. The face, neck, and throat can become flushed and red, and the body can break out in heavy perspiration. A woman experiencing a severe hot flash can have difficulty breathing, and the hot flash can trigger panic attacks and anxiety. Afterward, the woman may be left with a headache, some nausea, and a general feeling of anxiety and exhaustion.

				If hot flashes are severe or long lasting, they can have a negative impact on your health and well-being. Hot flashes that occur at night — often known as night sweats — can interrupt sleep and lead to daytime fatigue, exhaustion, and decreased mental abilities. The fear of breaking into a clothes-drenching sweat at work or during social events can lead to anxiety and even depression. When hot flashes ruin your sleep or prevent you from performing well during the day, it’s time to take action.

				What’s Happening When You Have a Hot Flash?

				Hot flashes are connected to changes in your estrogen levels, though the specific cause and effect relationship is still under study. Recent studies seem to point to a narrower “thermoneutral zone” in some women, meaning that their range of comfortable temperature becomes narrower. It is a lowering of the “sweat threshold” and your body is prompted to sweat with even small rises in body temperature.

				Declining levels of estrogen set the stage for hot flashes and the actual hot flashes are the result of this sudden resetting of the body’s thermostat. If your brain senses that your body is even a bit too hot — for any reason, including increased blood flow to the brain, a high ambient temperature, or even the ingestion of hot, spicy foods — it sends out a signal that your body needs to cool off, now! In response, your pituitary gland sends out luteinizing hormone (LH), which causes the blood vessels near your skin’s surface to dilate to release heat through your skin. This heat-releasing action makes your skin temperature (and your body temperature) rise, followed by an increase in perspiration. The perspiration helps to cool the skin, which can result in a clammy feeling. If you’ve perspired heavily, you may be left damp and even chilly. Your body temperature drops and your blood vessels constrict. If you are damp and cold, you may begin to shiver. That’s the hot flash in action.

				Common Hot Flash Triggers

				Estrogen levels alone do not predict hot flashes and other factors can cause them or contribute to their severity. Many women find, for example, that they have hot flashes during periods of anxiety and nervousness; other studies have found that some prescription blood pressure medications and anti-anxiety medications may also cause hot flashes. Hot flashes may be your body’s reaction to certain foods or beverages or even the temperature of the air around you — some women report their hot flashes are more severe and last longer when they occur during hot weather or in a hot room.

				
				Alert

				If you suffer from severe hot flashes, it’s not unusual to have feelings of nausea, headache, and weakness afterward — especially when hot flashes last for more than fifteen minutes. If your feelings of intense heat last for longer than an hour, it may be something more serious, and you should tell your doctor or other health care professional.



				How Many, How Bad, How Long?

				Although many women don’t seem to notice hot flashes until after menopause has occurred, many others begin having them during perimenopause, with forty-eight being an average age for the onset of hot flashes. In general, women who experience hot flashes start having them at least one year before menopause, and continue having them for one to six years.

				The American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists’s publication Managing Menopause lists the findings of one study in which 501 women were asked about the frequency and severity of their hot flashes. Of those participating in the study, 87 percent reported having one or more flashes per day; of those experiencing multiple daily hot flashes, the numbers of incidents per day ranged from five to fifty, with one-third of the women reporting more than ten. Another study reported a lower frequency of hot flashes — participants had an average of only three or four flashes a day. 


				

Techniques for Turning Down the Heat

				A number of treatment options to help you lessen — or even eliminate — hot flashes caused by the onset of menopause are available. But you have a variety of first-defense techniques available to you that don’t require any special medication or therapeutic program.



				Start with the Obvious

				When you first begin to notice that hot flashes are part of your life, you can try to diminish them. Try these simple techniques to avoid hot flashes or minimize their severity:

				
						
Avoid triggering foods and drinks. Spicy foods — foods heavy in capsaicin, the heat-inducing chemical in cayenne and other hot peppers — can trigger hot flashes. Caffeine and alcohol are also common triggers.

						
Drink plenty of water during the day — at least thirty-two ounces, more if possible. Keep a glass of ice water with you at work and during meetings and set a thermal-lined drink container of ice water on your nightstand, ready to help cool down raging flashes.

						
Get at least thirty minutes of exercise every day. Exercise, including stretching, aerobic, and weight-bearing activities, has been shown to cut down on the frequency of hot flashes, and may even help limit their length and severity. 

						
Wear layers of moisture-absorbing clothing. When a hot flash strikes, you can take off one or more layers of clothing to help cool your skin temperature quickly. Cotton fabrics are particularly helpful in allowing adequate air to reach the skin, and they’re good at absorbing perspiration.
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