MENOPAUSE

What is menopause?  Menopause is a normal, natural event – defined as the final menstrual period and usually confirmed when a woman has missed her periods for 12 consecutive months (in the absence of other obvious causes). Menopause is associated with reduced functioning of the ovaries due to aging, resulting in lower levels of estrogen and other hormones. It marks the permanent end of fertility. Menopause occurs, on average, at age 51.

What is perimenopause?  Physical signs of menopause may begin many years before the final menstrual period. The menopause transition phase is called perimenopause (literally meaning “around menopause”). It can last 6 years or more, and ends one year after the final menstrual period.

What is induced menopause?  Induced menopause, which can occur at any age between the first and last menstrual period, is when menstrual periods stop due to a medical intervention, surgical removal of the ovaries, or sometimes cancer treatments.

What is premature menopause?  Menopause, whether natural or induced, is called premature when a woman reaches it at age 40 or younger. Premature menopause can be genetic, the result of one or more poorly understood autoimmune processes, or it can be induced by medical intervention.
What are hot flashes?   The most common menopause-related discomfort is the hot flash. Although their exact cause is still a matter of speculation, hot flashes are thought to be the result of changes in the hypothalamus, the part of the brain that regulates the body’s temperature. If the hypothalamus mistakenly senses that a woman is too warm, it starts a chain of events to cool her down. Blood vessels near the surface of the skin begin to dilate, increasing blood flow to the surface in an attempt to dissipate body heat. This produces a red, flushed look to the face and neck in light-skinned women. It may also make a woman perspire to cool the body down. An increased pulse rate and a sensation of rapid heart beating may occur. Hot flashes are often followed by a cold chill. A few women experience only a chill. Hot flashes typically stop on their own over time, and may not require any treatment. If treatment is needed, hot flashes can usually be reduced or eliminated completely.

How are hot flashes treated?  The best treatment depends on how severe the hot flashes are, how much they interfere with a woman’s quality of life, her personal philosophy and preferences, and her health profile. If treatment is needed, hot flashes can usually be reduced or eliminated completely with lifestyle changes, nonprescription remedies and prescription therapies. Systemic estrogen therapy is the only therapy approved by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration for treating hot flashes.
