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WOMEN’S HEALTH
ISSUES

Interview with
Dr. Sondra Altman M.D.
- Lea Seong

We often hear of sisters in our
church undergoing menopause
who are extremely unhappy
and depressed. I asked Dr.
Vona Lorenzana, who comes to
church with her son and daugh-
ter-in-law, to write an article
about the topic with some prac-
tical advice to women and their
husbands, family members and
friends. Vona recommended
instead that we interview Dr.
Sondra Altman who is an ex-
pert in the field, and Dr. Alt-
man graciously agreed to be
interviewed by me. She is a
graduate of Boston University
School of Medicine, interned
and did her residency at Kaiser
Oakland, and is currently affili-
ated with John Muir Medical
Center practicing in Walnut
Creek.

What is Menopause

The average baby girl is
born with 3 million eggs. These
eggs are absorbed by the body
over time and at puberty, there
are about 200,000 left. Every
month, the brain sends a signal
to the ovaries where the eggs
are stored, and 6 eggs start a
process of preparation. The
ovaries begin to produce hor-

mones which signal the uterus
to prepare itself to receive the
eggs. Generally only 1 egg
completes the process of prepa-
ration each month, though oc-
casionally, there may be two or
more — hence twins, triplets,
etc.

At the time of puberty,
as the hormones begin to ramp
up, many parents notice that
their teenage girls might seem
unusually emotional. At the
end of a woman’s reproductive
time, the same process goes
into reverse producing similar
emotional upset. The average
age of menopause in the United
States is 51 years, though some
women begin as young as 40 or
as old as 61. In countries such
as the Philippines and India,
the average age of menopause
is 41 years old, undoubtedly
due to diet and other environ-
mental factors.

As the time of meno-
pause gets close (perhaps start-
ing 5-6 years before), the hor-
mone levels each month begin
to fluctuate. This is called the
“perimenopausal period”. Typ-
ical symptoms include hot

flashes, a rapid rise in tempera-
ture causing weakness and
heavy sweating, mood swings,
insomnia, fatigue, night sweats,
disturbed sleep, “brain

fog” (the inability to think
clearly or remember things),
and even embarrassing symp-
toms like the occasional lack of
bladder control.

Almost 70% of women
in menopause experience hot
flashes and flushing, and al-
most half of are very bothered.
The body may begin to miss
monthly cycles, and the PMS
period (post-menstrual symp-
toms of discomfort and cramp-
ing) last longer, sometimes the
whole month until the next cy-
cle starts again.

One of the greatest dif-
ficulties is that perimenopausal
symptoms are constantly
changing so there is no stable
routine or expectations to
which one might adapt. During
the time of menopause, many
other stressful changes may be
taking place in life such as loss
of a parent, caring for aging
parents, and the “empty nest”
syndrome (feelings of loss as
children leave the house). The
accumulation of such changes
may lead to feelings of pro-
found depression.

Dr. Altman said that
there is a joke that if you are a
woman over 40 and vacillate
between thinking you are crazy
and need a psychiatrist, or
thinking you need a divorce
attorney, then call your medical
doctor instead.



Advice to Women, Husbands
and Families

The most important thing
for husbands and families to re-
alize is that emotional behavior,
flashes of anger, sadness and
weeping during the perimeno-
pausal period are not the wom-
an’s fault. Be compassionate
and understanding, bring flow-
ers, be supportive, stay close if
desired, stay away if desired. Dr.
Altman recommends a movie
“Fried Green Tomatoes” (which
has menopause as a minor sub-
theme) for further sensitization.

Women suffering from
menopause can be helped by
talking to a group of close wom-
en friends of similar age. Many
may be suffering from similar
symptoms and can help each
other. Don’t take the advice
“Just bear it, this is a natural part
of aging” for a couple of reasons
— the symptoms could be caused
by other more serious physical
problems and diseases, and a
gynecologist can give you a
checkup to identify any other
issues. Furthermore, there are
many ways that your doctor can
help you.

What Else Can Be Done?

The most commonly pre-
scribed medical treatment during
the perimenopausal period is
simply birth control pills which
can help stabilize the hormone
levels. These can be used for a
number of years until meno-
pause is complete. Some couples

find that certain symptoms such
as extreme dryness can negative-
ly affect the marital relationship.
There are some simple topical
estrogen creams which can be
prescribed and are very effec-
tive.

After menopause is com-
plete, a woman can receive hor-
mone replacement therapy for up
to 5 years to ease the discomfort
during a transitional period.
About ten years ago, there were
some studies published that tak-
ing estrogen could lead to in-
creased risks of cancer and heart
disease. Subsequently much saf-
er dosage levels and hormone
combinations have been devel-
oped. The latest studies show
that hormone replacement thera-
py can even lead to lower risk of
breast cancer and lower risk of
osteoporosis (weak bones). The
general principle of conservative
medicine is to tailor medication
to individual symptoms, and to
use as low a dose as possible for
the shortest amount of time.

Dr. Altman said that the
best medical advice she can give
to anyone is to have a healthy
diet, exercise regularly, and
maintain a healthy weight. If
there is enough interest for fur-
ther information, please let me
or the pastors know. Dr. Altman
has generously agreed to speak
to a group (hopefully both wom-
en and their husbands), and to
personally answer any questions.
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