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Abstract

Menopause is in the process of becoming medicalized. Midlife and older
women are being told that natural menopause is actually a deficieny condi-
tion requiring replacement hormones to maintain health and increase longevity.
The three major diseases that are being linked with the lower estrogen levels
of midlife and older women are heart disease, osteoporosis and, most recently,
Alzheimer’s disease. Primary prevention of these diseases is the rationale used
for urging healthy women to take long-term hormones. Although there have
been many challenges to these links and warnings against the widespread use
of hormones, they have been either ignored or trivialized. In this article, the
author examines mortality and morbidity statistics across and within nations
and over time, critiques the major arguments used to support the notion that
menopause places women at an increased risk of disease and that exogenous hor-
mone reduce this risk, and discusses the adverse consequence of defining midlife
and older women as hormonally deficient and in need of medical intervention.

”Medicalization” refers to ¢ an in a rocess or a condition considered nor al
into one re irin  edical inter ention Midlife and older o en are ein told
t att e nor al rocess of eno a seis act all a or one de cienc condition
re irin re lace ent or ones to aintain ealt and increase lon e it is
de cienc notion ori inated ri aril int e mnited tates as as c oft e
researc S ortin it andis ein acti el ro otedin an co ntriest ro ot
t e orld

et ree aor diseases t at are ein lined it t e lo er estro en le
els of 1idlife and older o en are eart disease osteo orosis and  ost recentl
Iz ei ersdisease ri ar re ention of t ese diseases is t e rationale sed for
r in ealt idlife and older o entota elon ter or ones It o
t ere ae een an c allen estot eselin sand arnin sa ainstt e ides read



se of or ones t ese c allen esand arnin s a e eit er een i nored or
tri ialized
n t is article criti e aor ar ents sed to s ort t e notion t at
eno a se laces o en at an increased ris of disease and t at e o eno s or
onesred cet isris e a ine ortalit and or idit statistics acrossand it in
nations and o er ti e and disc sst e ad erse conse ences of de nin all idlife
and older o en as or onall de cient and in need of edical inter ention

t as een stated re eatedl t at estro en rotects o n o en fro eart
disease ntil eno a se and t at after eno a set eris of eart disease accel

erates enarro in of t e eart disease ortalit a it a e et een
o enand en it as eenar ed ist eres It of o ens increased ris ere

are o0 e er no st dies act all s o in an connection atsoe er et een re
d ced endo eno s estro en le els and eart disease n fact lis ed researc
ic directl so t a relations i fo nd none nditissi 1 not tr e

t at o ensris of eart disease accelerates after eno a se se ilo arit ic
ra sin  ortalit datafro t e nited tates and ttin strai t lines for a e

ro s elo anda oeae ill stratest at t e narro in oft e a et een
o enand enis ri aril d etoadecelerationin en srates not an acceleration
in o ensrates i re n fact t e rate of increase for o en also slo s
t econ erseof at old ee ectedif o en ad een rotected a ainst eart
disease eforet e eno a se
It o t e rates of eart disease ortalit ar enor o sl a on co ntries
t e atternsaresi ilar Men a esi ni cantl 1 erratest an o enat idlife
after idlife ens rates e in to decelerate narro in t e a et eent e se es
Moreo ert e ale fe ale cardio asc lar disease ortalit ratio asc an ed
oerti e orea le tese di erencesin n land ales and t e nited
tatesint eearl artoft e t centr eres all i nicantse dis arit

eanint e s t eratesfor enint e iddleae ro s a es e an
to increase ra idl ile o ens contin ed to decrease nt e late s t ese
di erences sta ilized t resent no ade ate e lanation for t ese ¢ an es
e ists

ince eno a seisa mni ersal rocessandt ereisnoreasonto elie et att is
rocess asc an ed o erti e t e ariation in eart disease rates across nations
and o er ti e is not in concordance it a eno a se eart disease lin riti es
of t is lin sin ortalit statistics a e een re io sl lis ed t
a eeit er een isinter reted or disco nted alto et er
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e rses ealt t d ist e lar est st d to date to ro ide data

rele ant tot ee a inationofa ossi le eno a se eart disease lin n
esti ators fo nd onad stin fora e sin e eara ecate ories t at o en
it anat ral eno a sea eared to a e a ercent reater ris t an re

eno a sal o en fterad stin fora e one eara erat ert an e ear
a ecate ories o eer t ea arente cessris for o en o adco letedt eir

eno a se dro ed fro s oin t ee cessris attri ted to eno a se dis
a eared entirel erat er dra aticc an ein t e a arent relati e ris after
ad st ent fora eandci arettes o in can ee lained reco nizin t e rela
tions i et eent ese aria les o in isrelatedto ot a eof eno a seand
eart disease O en o0s oe ein eno a se onaera e t o ears earlier
t an o en o do not Moreo er ci arette s o in is a er stron ris
factor for eart disease s o in oret an ci arettes a da increasest eris in
on and idlife o en oret an efold s t e "relations i ” ori i
nall fo nd et een eno a se and eart diseaseint e asas rio sone
ita earedto etr e t asnot is anal sis as een irt all i nored

neoft e ostco re ensi ee ide iolo ical st dies of eart disease in t e
nited tates t at incl ded ot o enand enist e ra in a td
atafro tisstd soedtat ost eno asal o en aetreeti est e

cardio asc lar disease incidence of re eno a sal o en eart disease increases
it aefor ot o enand en in factt e increase in or idit rates in t is

st d is act all reater in 1idlife en t an in 1idlife o en i re
ain t isist econ erseof at o ld ee ectedif eno a se erelin ed to
eart disease ese a or o ser ational st dies do not s orta eno a se eart

disease lin

e increase in total ¢ olesteroland lo densit 1i o roteint at occ rsin idlife

o enisfre entl sedase idencefora eno a se eartdiseaselin 1
t o lar escale aleonl st dies a es o nt att e a nit deoft esec an es

o ld lace en at an increased ris it does not necessaril follo t att e
sa eistr efor o en n fact s and collea es S arized ros ecti e
st dies and fo nd t at at eac le el of ¢c olesterol en a es stantiall 1 er
rates of eart disease t an do o en o lar e scale lon it dinal st dies ic
incl de ot o enand en t e enfre and aisle re andt e ra

in a td soedt at o enint e 1 est intile of aoe
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ol or d anda oe ol or d res ecti el act all
ere at lo er ris of d in of eart disease t an ere enint e lo est in
tile elo ol or d ft ea erelated ¢c an es in li id le els
did accelerate a o ansris t is acceleration o ld e re ected in eart disease
ortalit and or idit statistics s stated earlier t ere is no acceleration after
eno a se

e 1 orted eno a se eartdiseaselin ist e a orrationale for e tensi e
researc ont € se of € 0 eno s estro en for t e re ention of eart disease in
0 en ereare oret an o ser ational st diess o in a to red ction
in eart disease a on estro en sers de nition o e er o ser ational
st dies are inca a le of de onstratin ca se and e ect nt e st dies nder dis
c ssion confo ndin aria lesa o nd t as eenfo ndt at o en oc oseto
ta e or ones eca seoft e r orted ealt ene ts ere oreliel toen a e
inot er e aiorstoi roet eir ealt li eeatin lo fat foods ta in ita

ins and e ercisin Moreo er ntila o t it fe e ce tions
sicians ere ad ised not to rescri e or omnes for o en atris for eart dis
ease or reast cancer or for o en it oor eneral ealt learl t e

least re diced e lanationfort e etter ealt o ser edin or one sersist at
0 en otoo or ones ere ealt ierint e rst lace
n addition to o ser ational st dies n ero s clinical st dies s o t at cer
tains rro ate ris factors for eart disease are decreased it estro en se
is does not necessaril ean o e er t at eart disease ill e decreased
fre entl cited e a leof t e ene cial e ects of estro en is t at it lo ers
rino en a clottin factor in t e lood ic s o Id res 1t in lo er rates
of lood clots a a or factor in eart disease et st dies consistentl s o an
a ro i atet ree fold increased ris of lood clots associated it estro en se
isis eca se rino enisonl oneoft e an factors related to lood
clottin stro en se also decreases latelet acti atin factor acet 1 drolase ac
ti it res ltin in t e facilitation of latelet a re ation n addition ot er
co le canesoccrint e lood it ot mno osed and o osed estro en
seca sin ani aired rocoa lant anticoa lant alance and an increase in
reacti e rotein a recentl reco nized asc larris ar er
eonl a to ndo tt ee ect of or one seon eart disease incidence or
ortalit is lar escale lon ter rando ized clinical trials e rsts ¢ trial
t e eart stroen ro estin e lace ent t d incl ded onl 0 en
it esta lis ed eart disease t e er rO o eree ectedto ene tt e



ost fro or ones tt eendoft est d ears later no di erence
in additional eart disease or in deat rates as fo nd et een or one sers
and non sers eonl ot er co leted lar e scale rando ized trial on o en
it eart disease t e stro en e lace ent and t erosclerosis trial eas red
c an esint e de ree of at erosclerosis in t e coronar arteries tt etrials
end t ere as no di erence in ro ression of at erosclerosis et een o en o
too or ones and o en o too lace os ese res lts con r ed
eoeno s or onesdonot ene t o en it esta lis ed eart disease
o lar e scale rando ized trial as et to eco leted ont e relations i e

t een or one seand eartdisease or idit and ortalit in o en o initiall
did not a e eart disease e rsts ¢ trial t e or one e lace ent er
a trialoft e o ens ealt nitiati e illnot e co leted ntil e
reli inar res lts o e er a e een released er a ssrrisinl t ese
res ltss o edt at o en otoo or onese eriencedas all +tsinicant
increased ris of eart disease ese st dies 0 er t e est a aila le e idence to
datet at or onesdonot ene t o ens earts et ro onents of edicalized
eno a secontin eto ro otet e seofestro enfor ri ar re ention of eart
disease

n addition to eart disease osteo orosis as een stron 1 associated it

eno a se and t e t reat of one fract res is a a or reason 0 en are
enco ra ed to ta e lon ter or ones steo orosis li e an c¢ ronic
disorder isd eto an factors onl oneof ic a earsto eestro en stro en
o e er doesnotsee to et e ri ar deter inant idence for ¢ allen in t e

r orted osteo orosis eno a selin can efo ndint etre endo s ariation in
rate of 1 fract res t e ostserio sconse ence of osteo orosis a on racial and
et nic ro s across nations and o erti e

na Iticenter ro eanst d t e i fract rerates ere i erin or a

t an in all ot er co ntries st died nt e nited tates ite o en ae
i er rates t an ite en ¢ ite en ae i erratest an lac o en
n ro ean co ntries eret eris is i in o en itisalso i in en

on t e Maoriin e ealand enand o en a esi ilar i fract re
incidence rates n eiin a cit it er lo ratesof i fract res en
act all aea i erratet an o en ese di erences are not tri ial e
rate of 1 fract resfor or eian ite o enis oret an ti es 1 ert an



t at fort eir eiin co nter arts ese di erences across nations cannot e
e lained in ter sof or onec an esat eno a se

Moreo er i fract re rates can and doc an eo erti e n oc ester Min
nesota a ead sted i fract re rates for o en rose dra aticall et een

and efore e innin a slo decline ile a decline for en e an aro nd
onse entl t e fe aleto aleratio of i fract res fell fro int e

eriod to int e eriod is decrease does not a ear

to coincide it i fract re rates in ot er re ions of t e orld ea t ors

oft e oc ester st d ere na le to o er a credi le e lanation for t e di er
ent atterns et een o en and en across ti e or for ariation in rates a on

re ions
reli inar re ort fro t eon oin ra in a std t e lon est
o ser ational st d int e to eas ret e e ects of estro en on one fo nd
t at estro en se et eent e a es of and rotects a ainst i fract res in
t es se entt o ears ea t orsac no led et at t e relati el infre ent
seofestroen t isa e ro a esit di c It to state it certaint t at it is
estro ent atis rotecti e ere ere too fe o en orolder o sed estro en
toe al ate i fract reratesint isa e ro re ortont esa eco ortse eral
ears later o eer fondt ata on o en ears and older o ad ta en

estro en for at least se en ears co ared to ne er sers a statisticall si ni cant
di erence in one ineral densit asfo ndinonl one of t esi sites eas red
t es aft of t eradi s

n alar escale o ser ationalst d of o eninaretire ent co nit a on
O en o0se eana e as ears t ere as no statisticall si ni cant di erence
in i1 fract res et een lon ter sers of estro en and ne er sers ere
eresi ni cantdi erences o e er in o en oe ercised at least one o rada
co aredtoinacti e o enandinc rrents o ers co ared

tonons oers nt e t € ediana eof ersonss erin 1 fract resis

f one ineral densit ist e a or factor in i fract re ris lon ter
estro en o ld eoflittle el to o enatt ea e ent e areat reatest ris
ot o enand enlose one it a e e a or rationale for attri tin
osteo orosisto eno a seist at one densit declines on a era e ear for a fe
earsi  ediatel follo in eno a seandt ent erate of loss slo s considera 1
is decrease in itself s o 1d not lace o en at an increased ris for
fract res at er a or deter inants of osteo orosisaret e ea one assle el
reac ed at s eletal at rit andt es se ent rate of onelosst ro o t life
one en ancin diet and ade ate e ercise e innin in ¢ ild ood and
e tendin t ro olda e as ellasa oidin rescri tiondr st atde lete one



s o ld aintain one densit a o et e fract re t res old ossi le
e ce tion a eastron enetic redis osition to osteo orosis

M
nl recentl as re ention or treat ent of 1z ei ers disease eco e
a foc s for estro en se a aor ca se of de entia is oorl nderstood
and asno no n re entionorc re reat entisal ed atslo in t e ro res
sion of t e disease nt e literat re and de entia are fre entl sed

interc an ea 1

tis nclear et ert erateof de entiais reater less ort esa ein o en
and en na ooledanal sisof o lation asedco ortst dies andinalar e
co ort st d o en ad 1 erratesofde entiat an en es eciall at er
olda es sin datafro t e oc ester ide iolo roect o e er researc ers
fo nd no di erences in a e ad sted incidence rates of de entia ender

n a antitati e anal sis of t e literat re rates attri ted to tended to
e i era on fe alest an ales ereas t e rates for Iti infarct de entia
tendedto e i era on ales n a colla orati e reanal sis of lis ed
st diesof de entiain ro e t e o erall esti ates ereso e atlar er for en
t anfor o en ntila e ears andso e atlar erfor o enoert ea eof

ears eatorsoft isst d feltt att e i er re alence in older
o enco aredtoae atced en a esi | detot efactt at o en
li esi ni cantl lon ert an en Moreo er en it donot s rieaslon
as o en it none aorst d t e ortalit rateof o enatt e i est
de ree of de entiase erit aslo ert ant eratefor en it ini al co niti e
1 air ent

n a co nit co ort st d o en and colle e ed cated indi id als did si
ni cantl ettert an enandt oselessed catedon ostoft eselectedne ro s
c olo ical tests ad inistered Most stri in 1 t e Mini Mental tate

a ination s estin ossi leor ro a le de entia or and collea es

ar et att e di erences in incidence or re alence in ario sst dies a ed e
to ar in et odolo s ¢ asdi erent criteria for dia nosis c¢ aracteristics of t e
sa le and o lations st died

n addition to s ¢ olo ical testin t ere are iolo icalc anest at a e

related to co nition eri eral cere ral s inal id ol eisa ar erof
cortical atro int att e ore 1id resent t e ore atro nastd of
older enand o enli in inde endentl int eco nit as si ni cantl

reaterin ent anin o en TO a €s to ears en adana era e

increase in eri eral ol eofa roi atel it lesst an



nte t e lar est o ser ational to date e a inin t e relations i of
or one se and de entia neit er ¢ rrent nor lon ter Or one Sers a e
erfor ed etter on an assort ent of tests of reasonin and recall or on o erall
co niti e f nctionin t an ne er sers nt elar est and lon est rando ized
clinical trial to datee a inin t ee ectsof estro en as a treat ent for o en it
ild to oderate Iz ei ersdisease noi ro e ent or sta ilit in co nition as
fo nd in estro en sersco aredtot e lace o ro

efore t e lication of t ese st dies a e and collea es erfor ed a lit
erat re searc of t e s aller s orter ter st dies lis ed t ro ne
t at e al ated iolo ical ec anis s and e ects of estro en on co niti e f nction
or on de entia eres Its ere ied o es o ed onaerae alo er

le el of co niti e f nctionin a on estro en sers co ared to non sers ot ers
s o ed no di erence and still ot er st dies s o ed an increase co niti e f nction
ea t orsconcl dedt ats stantial et odolo ical ro le sareres onsi le for

t e con ictin res lts e o ncil on cienti ¢ airsre ie edt e 1idelines on
t e dia nosis and treat ent of 1z ei ers disease fro ario s or anizations and
fo nd ins cient infor ation fro ic reco endation for t e se of estro en

cold e ade
eart disease and osteo orosis a e een st died far ore e tensi el t an
and t ere still contin es to e contro ers o er t e lon ter se of estro en to
red cet eris of t ese diseases tiss r risin t erefore t at ad ocates of edi
calized eno a ses estt ate oeno sestroen i t ene t o ensco niti e
f nctionin o state ents fro a e and collea es and fro ec
an res ecti el ill strate t e contrastin ie s fo ndin edical o rnals

ient e no nris s of estro en t era e do not reco end es
tro en for t e re ention or treat ent of 1z el er disease or ot er
de entia ntil ade ate trials a e eenco leted”

ient e roen al eof estro enre lace entt era for ost

o enfor ot erindications t is ro a le additional ene tis elco e

M M

e ad erse conse ences of constr ctin eno a se as a de cienc condition
ont e ealt and ell ein of idlifeandolder o enareenor os at ert an



addressin t eseconse ences o eer t ee asis in t e literat re contin es to
eont e ns stantiated ad erse conse encesoft e eno a seitself as disc ssed
aoe a e identi ed si a or conse ences of edicalizin eno a se

Medicalizin eno a se asled to di erent and ne ala roac es to disease

re ention for o enand en ronic diseases in en are enerall attri ted to
enetic factors a fa It lifest le orsi 1 t e siolo ical rocesses associated
it a in o en ont eot er and are ein told t at t eir "failed o aries”
tt e atris ese ass tions s a e t e researc estions ore a le
t e trial eart and stro en ro estin e lace ent t d is said to
et efe aleco nter art to M M Iti le is actors n entor rial
ot are rando ized clinical trials desi ned to st d t e e ects of inter ention on
ris for eart disease o eer M ast ena ei lies st died t e e ects

of Iti leris factorss ¢ ass o in cessation diet and e ercise in en ile
onl st diedt ee ectsof or one sein o en ”
infact eco et e ostin esti ated ris factor for o en
ett ereiso er el in e idence fro st dies across and it in nations t at
non or onalfactors a eafar reateri actont e ealt andlon e it of o en
t ant e r orted ene ts of or one se Midlife ite o enint e nited
tates a eal ostse enti es reaterris ofd in fro eartdiseaset an a anese
0 en anda oret an ti es reaterris ofe eriencin a i fract ret an
eiin o en frican o en a esi ni cantl lo er rates of i fract res
t an frican erican o0 en e enallo in fort e ossi ilit of s stantial n
derre ortin et a anese inese and frican o en a e er lo rates
of or one se ile o en aete i estrateint e orld
nt e nited tates as ell as in ot er co ntries a ealt en ancin diet
and ade ate e ercise a e consistent] een fo nd to decrease t e ris of ¢ ronic
diseasess ¢ as eart disease and osteo orosisandi ro et eo erall alit oflife
for ot o enand en nfact diet dietar s le ents ande ercise a e een
s onto e ot ore e cacio sand it far lessris t an estro en se

stro ende cienc ” as

nt eon oin rses ealt t d t elon est and lar est ros ecti e
st d of o enint e nited tates iddle class ite o en o0 ad ered to
lo ris atternsred cedt eirris of eart disease ris ene tanal ses ic
e asize estro en se and i nore lifest le factors

Medicalizin eno a seallo sfort e ides read acce tance of or one seas



a ri ar re ention strate it alo er standard of rooft an ot er re ention
strate ies Most dr inter entions re ire roof of e cac fro lar e scale lon
ter rando ized clinical trials consideredt e” old standard” in edical researc
efore t e are idel sed ere as eennos ¢ rooffor or one se n
fact asnoteda o e t e nalres ltsoft eonl t os ¢ trials andt e reli inar
res ltsfro at ird e a inin t erelations i et een or onesand eart disease
s o edno ene t e lon est and lar est rando ized trial of or ome
sein o en o alread ad alsos o ed no ene t ere as et
to e a lar e scale rando ized clinical trial on or ones and i fract res t e
ost serio s conse ence of osteo orosis on ic areco endation co 1d e
ased till or ones contin e to e ad ocated for red cin eart disease and
i fract res and t e re ention of is seen as one ore ossi le ene t of
estro en se at ert an follo in t enor al rotocol in ic ides read se
of a dr is not allo ed mnless rando ized clinical trials a e s o n a ene cial
e ect ro onents of edicalized eno a se contin eto r et e ides read se
of or ones for re ention of ¢ ronic diseases e ent o t e er fe co leted
rando ized clinical trials o0 no ene t

Medicalizin  eno a se enco ra es ealt idlife and older o en to acce t
an increased ris of reast cancer and ot er ad erse e ects of or ones in t e
oetatte ill decrease t e ris of ot er diseases olditzs re ie of t e
literat re fo nd e idence for a ca sal relations i et een or one se and
reast cancer ased on t e follo in criteria consistenc dose res onse attern

iolo ical la si ilit te oralit stren t of association and co erence e
fo nd t at after ears t eris of reast cancer increased estro en and

ro estinco aredtot eris inne er sers or o enint e ae ro
t eoldesta e ro st died t eincreasedris as eor ore earsof or one
se e deat rates for reast cancer oreo er aralleled t e incidence rates
co nterin t e ar entt att e reast cancer ic de elo sin or one sersis
so e o lessserio st an cancer in non sers
eta anal sis fro e ide iolo ical st dies ic incl ded ercent of
lis ed researc orld ide con r st e a nit de of t e increased ris it
lon ter se More recentl a lar e scale o ser ational st d and a
case control st d con r edt at reast cancer increases to a reater e tent
it estro enco ined it a ro estint an it estro en alone ese st dies

stand in contrast to anot er recent lar e scale o ser ationalst d t ats o ed no
increased ris of reast cancer it eit er estro enorestro en 1 s ro estin



e aorit of st diess o e er ic s o little or no increase in reast
cancer are ri aril s all scale s ort ter orst dies ic co are o en o
sed estro en for an indeter inate ti e e er sers it o en omneer sed
estro en ort ter st dies of co rse cannot eas re lon ter e ects Most
oen o0 ae sedestro en a edonesoonl fort es ort ter t icall less
t an one ear and t erefore t e e ects of lon ter se oret an e ears
cannot e e al ated fro t ese st dies eset esof st diess e t eres lts
to ard lo er reast cancer ris s and are fre entl citedtoar et att ee idence
for a or one reast cancer lin is inconcl si e
eoer el in e toft ee idence o e er s  orts anincreased ris of
reast cancerand t isist e aorris incl dedin irt all allris ene tanal ses
e ass tion as eent at for ost o en t e increased ris
of reast cancer is ort t e r orted ene t of a red ction in eart disease
et as alread noted t e est a aila le e idence is t at or ones do not red ce

eart disease t er serio s e ects of or ones incl de an increased ris of
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