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Introduction

Over the last thirty years of writing about health and wellbeing, I’ve championed subjects that have been largely overlooked – such as gut health in my most recent book, The Good Gut Guide – but nothing prepared me for what I was to discover when I started to research and write about the menopause.

Like most women, I had no real concept of what the menopause would be like until I started to consider my own personal journey, and I found it baffling that there was so little information available to me and the millions of others who were at a similar stage of life. Advice was muddled, contradictory and very often failed to explain what was happening in the body, not to mention why, and the solutions offered were too simplistic and involved far too many ‘do nots’ when I was seeking positive, practical information.

I couldn’t believe how rarely the menopause is talked about in the media (unless, of course, it’s to poke fun – cue tired-looking woman fanning herself, sweating). Discussion of it should actually start as a subject in fertility clinics or antenatal classes – but of course it doesn’t – so women can find themselves with a young family, hurtling straight into the perimenopause or menopause. Here comes one of the many myths to be debunked: having a baby postpones the menopause. It does not.

When I spoke to friends about the menopause I found that many of them, left to believe the many myths and untruths, were confused by the details of this complex, but completely natural process. Why is there such a shocking lack of support? We talk so openly about pregnancy and childbirth, but when it comes to an equally important phase in every woman’s life post forty there is an audible silence.

Most of us who enter the menopause at average age find ourselves in the sandwich generation – running busy lives, raising teenage children and looking out for elderly parents while also working. We may not realise that juggling so much puts us under enormous pressure. Female friends in their forties are amazed and surprised when I say that their sleeplessness, tiredness and low mood are most likely caused by shifting hormones. And, in the great majority of cases, these symptoms can be very easily treated, effectively and safely.

With little clear guidance about what to expect during ‘the change’ (an ominous phrase popularised by an older generation), it’s easy to see why many women feel isolated and in many cases bewildered, miserable and, worst of all, embarrassed by how they feel. Besides the physical symptoms, the emotional and psychological aspects of this time of life can leave even the most capable feeling vulnerable and useless. Many women don’t realise the adverse effect the menopause can have on their lives at home and at work.

Examples of this include a loss of confidence and feeling tearful at the slightest upset. Equally sudden is weight gain (usually a good 7lb) around the tummy that will not budge! Middle-age spread is a real thing. Anxiety is often a consequence and you may start waking at 4 a.m., heart racing, body on fire, and be unable to sleep. These are just a few of the tell-tale signs of the menopause, which can begin in your mid-forties while you’re still having periods and not even thinking about ‘the change’. Encouragingly, around one in five women do not have any symptoms at all. However, most of us do and around one in four will have symptoms so severe they affect their quality of life. The official ‘menopause’ is classified by doctors as coming after a full twelve months without a period. The time leading up to this is called the ‘perimenopause’, which can last from two months to ten years, and is the crucial time to be reading this book.

I hope this book will also be invaluable for the many millions of fifty-plus women who are in employment in the UK and sadly neglected in this area of their health. If we do the maths, we know the menopause affects more working women than it has ever done in the past, because we are all working longer, retiring later and most of us don’t anticipate how long symptoms of the menopause might last. It’s perfectly normal to experience hot flushes for more than ten years (so all the more reason to give HRT a try!).

As recently as two generations ago, the menopause was a milestone in women’s lives associated with being over the hill and middle-aged. Such negative connotations were reinforced by the stigma attached to it, which somehow made it shameful or embarrassing to talk about. It’s worth remembering at this point that at the beginning of the twentieth century, life expectancy for women was fifty-five, meaning that they either didn’t reach the menopause or had a very short experience of it.

Nowadays the vast majority of us will live for thirty to forty years after the menopause. So, my advice is to see this time of life as a good moment to take stock and begin to appreciate who we have become and what we may still achieve and do – or even change. Thankfully, as more and more successful, high-profile women reach the age of menopause and talk about its impact, it must surely become less of a taboo subject.

For not only can the menopause have a profound – and in all senses life-changing – effect on us, it also has an impact on our relationships with spouses, partners, children, family, friends and colleagues. And if they, too, can gain insight into what exactly is going on with us during the menopause, then they will be much better placed to offer support.

I’d like to encourage us all to talk openly about the challenges (and there are quite a few) and share solutions. My aim with this book is to explore an area I personally find fascinating – I’m in my mid-fifties – and to impart the knowledge I’ve built up over decades of talking and listening to health and wellbeing professionals. I’d like to offer, both to those who may be years away from the menopause and to those in the eye of the storm, a wealth of healthy advice backed up by the most up-to-date, trusted research. I’d like everyone to feel supported, so no matter what the menopause may bring at least they feel armed with wise and accurate information.

Of course, I don’t want to sound overly pessimistic. It is ocassionally possible to breeze through the menopause even when others are completely floored by it – as with pregnancy and childbirth, no two experiences are the same. In fact, I’d like to make the menopause something as widely talked about as childbirth – and even celebrated. Why has the menopause become steeped in so much negativity? I hope everyone who reads this book will feel confident they have the tools to feel and look their radiant best. And more than that, I want our daughters to embrace the menopause as simply another phase in their lives that is both natural and liberating.

You’ll find guidance here on how to balance hormones, the importance of a nourishing diet, the myths and facts about HRT, osteoporosis and how to optimise bone health. As you might expect, I’ll also show you how to take special care of your skin and hair, what to do about weight gain and how to boost overall energy, emotional wellbeing and self-esteem.

As part of this, I’ve also created sixty delicious menopause-friendly recipes to introduce into your diet which can be enjoyed year-round by all the family. I’ve provided useful nutritional advice along the way and included calorie counts per serving (where ranges are given, the smaller number of calories relates to the larger number of servings) as well as these symbols for:

[image: image] VEGETARIAN
[image: image] DAIRY-FREE
[image: image] GLUTEN-FREE

I am so grateful to the many leading experts in this field who gave so much of their valuable time to share their experience and wisdom so freely. I am especially thankful to all those mentioned in the health professional credits.

I hope you find your new-found knowledge a genuine help, and take away some inspiration, words of comfort and encouragement, to make this phase of your life as happy, healthy and enjoyable as it can possibly be. I’d love to hear how you get on, so do please share your stories and experiences along the way, joining in the conversation on social media using the hashtag #goodmenopause, to encourage and inspire others through a better menopause journey – you’ll find all my contact details.

With love,
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Liz Earle MBE

Lizearlewellbeing.com
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