


‘It suggests that we have a high cultural tolerance for women's suffering. It’s not regarded as important.

My friends’ reports of their recent doctors’ visits suggested that there was no obvious recourse for these
symptoms. When one friend mentioned that she was waking once nightly because of hot flashes, her
gynecologist waved it off as hardly worth discussing. A colleague of mine seeking relief from hot flashes was
prescribed bee-pollen extract, which she dutifully took with no result. Another friend who expressed concerns
about a lower libido and vaginal dryness could tell that her gynecologist was uncomfortable talking about
both. (“I thought, hey, aren’t you a vagina doctor?” she told me. “I use that thing for sex!”)

Their doctors’ responses prompted me to contemplate a thought experiment, one that is not exactly original
but is nevertheless striking. Imagine that some significant portion of the male population started regularly
waking in the middle of the night drenched in sweat, a problem that endured for several years. Imagine that
those men stumbled to work, exhausted, their morale low, frequently tearing off their jackets or hoodies during
meetings and excusing themselves to gulp for air by a window. Imagine that many of them suddenly found sex
to be painful, that they were newly prone to urinary-tract infections, with their penises becoming dry and
irritable, even showing signs of what their doctors called “atrophy.” Imagine that many of their doctors had
received little to no training on how to manage these symptoms — and when the subject arose, sometimes
reassured their patients that this process was natural, as if that should be consolation enough.

Now imagine that there was a treatment for all these symptoms that doctors often overlooked. The scenario
seems unlikely, and yet it’s a depressingly accurate picture of menopausal care for women. There is a
treatment, hardly obscure, known as menopausal hormone therapy, that eases hot flashes and sleep disruption
and possibly depression and aching joints. It decreases the risk of diabetes and protects against osteoporosis.
It also helps prevent and treat menopausal genitourinary syndrome, a collection of symptoms, including
urinary-tract infections and pain during sex, that affects nearly half of postmenopausal women.
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