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“I first became aware of changes in my body around
the age of 40, which is quite normal as hormone levels
fluctuate...It has been hard to escape the various
changes in how I look and feel. Although | haven’t
gained weight, | am certainly ‘softer’...l am not holding
onto muscle as easily as | used to, and | can sense that |
am not as strong as | used to be despite taking regular
exercise.

My joints creak and ache, and my balance and
flexibility have decreased. | choose to see this
menopause transition as a positive time of change,
where | get the opportunity to take a deeper look at my
lifestyle, priorities, and goals for the future”.

What is Menopause?

Menopause is a natural event in a woman’s* life - you
stop having periods, your ovaries stop releasing eggs
and the oestrogen hormone levels in your body fall.
While it can bring a variety of symptoms such as hot
flushes, mood changes, and sleep disturbances, the
experience can be more complex for women with
congenital heart defects (CHD). Most women in the
UK will go through menopause between 45-55 years
of age, with the average age being 51 years.

Perimenopause - the transitional phase leading up to
menopause when you still have periods (even if
irregular) but have menopausal symptoms. 8 out of 10
women will notice symptoms at this time.

Menopause - when you
have no menstrual cycle
for 12 months in a row,
you have officially
reached menopause.

You cannot know for sure i
you've reached menopause |fyou re using hormonal
contraception like the pill or coil. Ask your doctor if you
are unsure.

*People with functioning ovaries who do not identify as female
may also experience menopause if not undergoing hormone
therapy. The terms woman and women's health are used to
encompass all these individuals.
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Menopause symptoms

Menopause symptoms are usually time-limited, with
an average duration of 7 years, but 1in 3 women have
symptoms for longer than this.

If you have significant or severe symptoms, which you
feel have a negative impact on your wellbeing, seek
advice from your consultant specialist and GP.

Commonh mehopause symptoms:

Hot flushes and night sweats - sudden feelings of
hot or cold which can make you dizzy

Insomnia - night sweats and difficulty sleeping
Fatigue and low energy level

Problems concentrating / brain fog

Anxiety and low self-esteem

Mood changes and irritability

Palpitations and an awareness of your heart
beating faster / stronger

Headaches and migraines that are worse than
usual

Change in body shape and weight gain

Blood pressure may be higher than normal during
the peri and post menopause.

Aching muscles and joints

Vaginal dryness

Loss of libido (interest in sex)

Recurrent urinary tract infections (UTIs)

Hair, nail and skin changes, including dry and itchy
skin




Menopause and CHD

There are numerous and varied congenital heart
conditions. Every individual may have been born with
a slightly different condition, have had a different
repair, and be left with different issues that need
monitoring. Some may also suffer with other
problems such as heart rhythm disturbances, high
blood pressure, diabetes, or increased risk of clots.
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In heart patients, the menopause may cause extra
concern, as it can be difficult to know whether what
you are experiencing is menopause-related or is a
symptom of your heart condition. Here are some
menopause symptoms to keep an eye out for:

Hot flushes and night sweats - sudden feelings of
hot or cold which can make you dizzy. These are
troublesome and can come and go without warning.
Your temperature however should not be raised
above 37.5 degrees. If your temperature is higher
than this, seek medical advice to rule out infection.

Palpitations and an awareness of your heart
beating faster / stronger - common during peri and
post menopause, especially at night. This is, more
often than not, due to a normal fast heartbeat as
opposed to an abnormal rhythm.

Your heart rate would rarely be faster than 120 beats
per minute and it would usually slow gradually over
15-20 minutes. If your heartbeat is faster than 120 and
persists for longer than 20 minutes, seek medical
advice to rule out an abnormal rhythm.

Blood pressure - this normally fluctuates but may be
higher than normal during the peri and post
menopause. If it is consistently high and above
140/90, you should seek medical advice.

Aching muscles and joints - these tend to come and
go and can affect any muscles or joints but most
frequently the shoulders, upper arms, elbows and
wrists. If the pain is constant and/or there is joint
swelling, seek medical advice



Mental Health

Low mood/mood changes and anxiety are commonly
associated with menopause. Mental health symptoms
may include:

e Problems concentrating
and brain fog

Anxiety

Mood changes

Low mood

Mood swings

Low self esteem
Irritability

Don't be afraid to talk about it

e Tell your family what you are going through and
ask for their support where needed.

e Seek help - speak to an expert about your thoughts
and feelings.

“Perhaps the most surprising symptom for me has
been the brain fog and the waves of anxiety. Having
always been a laid-back individual, | was quite
confused when | had a panic attack a few years
ago... It made me question everything | thought |
knew about myself and my mental health, but
understanding that these events can be tied to
hormones has put my mind at rest.”

Menopause and the Workplace

Menopausal symptoms can have a huge impact on
your work life. A combination of disturbed sleep, hot
flushes and low mood can affect your attendance and
performance, and research shows that some women
reduce their hours or give up their jobs as a result.

If menopause symptoms are affecting your work,
speak to your employer to see if they have a
menopause policy.

If you work in the UK and your employer doesn't yet
have a menopause policy, it's worth taking a look at
the Faculty of Occupational Medicine's Guidance on
Menopause in the Workplace. This gives practical

advice on how to improve workplace environments
for women who are going through the menopause.
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