Editorial

The Medicalization of Menopause: Understanding the Evolution of

Treatment Approaches

INTRODUCTION

Menopause is a phase of life where transition occurs
like in young age in adolescence. Menopause, a natural
phenomenon — gradually ending menstrual periods
and fertility in women, has been historically perceived
through various cultural and social platforms.

Over time, the wunderstanding and management
of menopause have evolved significantly, with
medicalization playing a central role. This article delves
into the concept of medicalization in the context of
menopause, exploring its implications, historical context,
and contemporary treatment approaches.!!!

UNDERSTANDING MEDICALIZATION

The medicalization of menopause, as discussed by Anna
Graham (Queen’s University Belfast), involves treating
the natural processes of the female body as something to
be regulated. Any deviation from the expected normative
function is seen as a deficiency that requires treatment.

Medicalization is the process of defining and treating
social, psychological, or biological conditions as
medical issues requiring increased reliance on medical
interventions for management or resolution. Menopause,
once primarily viewed as a natural transition in a woman’s
life, has undergone significant medicalization, leading to
the development of various treatments and interventions
aimed at alleviating its associated symptoms.?!

HisToricaAL CONTEXT

Throughout history, menopause has been accompanied by
various cultural beliefs and practices. In many societies,
it was viewed as a normal stage of life, while in others, it
was surrounded by stigma and misconceptions.

In Asian/Indian culture, menopause is perceived as a
welcome change. Mature women are free from cyclical
blood loss. She is at liberty to attend religious and
cultural functions.

Till later part of last century, considering a natural
phenomenon no treatment was offered. However, a
significant number of females use to undergo various ill
effects of menopausal transition. This definitely required
some form of medicine, counseling and lifestyle
changes.

With the advent of modern medicine, particularly in the
20" century, menopause began to be medicalized to a
greater extent.]
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Menopause is associated with declining estrogen levels,
which has led to research linking it to conditions such
as heart disease, osteoporosis, and Alzheimer’s disease.
Hormone replacement therapy (HRT) has been explored
as a potential treatment for some menopausal symptoms
and related health risks.

The intellectual  foundations of  menopause’s
medicalization in the 1930s and 1940s can be
traced through an analysis of published papers by
prominent American medical specialists. These papers
reveal the development of three distinct models for
understanding menopause: biological, psychological, and
environmental. Each of these models played a crucial
role in the medicalization process.

One significant milestone in the medicalization of
menopause was the introduction of HRT in the
mid-20" century. Initially hailed as a revolutionary
treatment for managing menopausal symptoms, HRT gained
widespread popularity. However, subsequent research
highlighted potential risks associated with long-term HRT
use, leading to shifts in treatment recommendations and
perceptions surrounding menopause. Now, it is given for
specific indication for limited period of time. Currently, it
is called as hormone therapy (HT) instead of HRT.

CONTEMPORARY TREATMENT APPROACHES

In today’s medical landscape, managing menopause
involves various treatment options, including HT,
nonhormonal medications, and lifestyle modifications.
Despite its risks, HT remains a viable option for many
women experiencing severe menopausal symptoms
such as hot flashes, vaginal dryness, and mood swings.
Nonhormonal medications, such as selective serotonin
reuptake inhibitors and gabapentin, are also prescribed
to alleviate specific symptoms.™

In addition to medical treatments, lifestyle modifications
are essential for managing menopause symptoms and
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enhancing overall well-being. Regular physical activity,
a balanced diet, effective stress management techniques,
and sufficient sleep are crucial components of a holistic
approach to menopause care.

IMPLICATIONS OF MEDICALIZATION

While medicalization has expanded treatment options
for menopausal women and improved their quality of
life, it has also raised concerns regarding overreliance
on medical interventions and the pathologization
of a natural life stage. Critics argue that framing
menopause as a medical condition may contribute
to unnecessary medicalization, potentially leading to
overtreatment and medicalization of normal aging
processes.5!

ROLE OF RESISTING MEDICALIZATION

The menopause transition involves bodily rooted,
socially shaped changes, often within a context of
medicalization that marginalizes individuals based
on age and gender. Few researchers have explored
this issue. According to their findings, adherence to a
medicalized view of menopause negatively impacts
people’s attitudes, while resisting this view is associated
with more positive outcomes. However, from a
current perspective, treating symptomatic patients is
undoubtedly helpful.™

CONCLUSION

Menopause — a natural transition process in a life of
female — is a significant milestone. Many women accept
this normally, however, significant numbers require
special attention.

The medicalization of menopause has profoundly
influenced how society perceives and manages this
natural biological process. While medical interventions
such as HT have provided relief for many women
experiencing severe symptoms, it is essential to
approach the management of menopause with a holistic
perspective, considering individual needs, preferences,
and potential risks and benefits of treatment options. By
acknowledging the complex interplay between biology,
culture, and medicine, we can strive to ensure that

women receive comprehensive and personalized care
during this significant life transition.
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