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Hormone replacement therapy not dangerous for all

women
Submitted by Anonymous on Wed, 10/01/2008 - 09:15

By: Hannah Disch

Despite the widely publicized risks of hormone replacement therapy, it still has a place in treating depression and mood

disorders associated with menopause.

That's the assessment of Dr. David Rubinow, an expert in the topic who spoke Sept. 27 in Madison.

Although many women experience menopause with little or no difficulty, hormone replacement therapy had been used to

treat women experiencing depression and other negative symptoms associated with menopause. 

It fell out of favor after the Women's Health Initiative Study found hormone replacement therapy increased the risk of heart

disease and breast cancer, and supposedly had little beneficial effect on mental health. 

However, Rubinow said the study had several limitations. For example, it involved only postmenopausal women, women

who were past what Dr. Rubinow calls the window of opportunity for hormone replacement therapy. 

More recent studies have shown that treatment with estradiol, a form of estrogen, significantly treated menopause related

depression, but only in perimenopausal women (women in the beginning stages of menopause). Dr. Rubinow said the WHI

study excluded women with any symptoms of depression, making it difficult to detect an improvement in mood associated

with treatment.

According to Dr. Rubinow, many of the women in the study already had other health risks for heart attacks. Subsequent

studies have shown that estradiol reduces coronary heart risk, but only in recently perimenopausal women. 

Also, 25 percent of the women in the WHI study had already been on hormone replacement therapy for more than four

years. When those women were excluded from the results, no increased risk of breast cancer was associated with

hormone replacement therapy. 
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Administering estradiol for perimenopausal depression dramatically improves the symptoms of depression for some

women, although it probably won't be prescribed to women with family histories or symptoms of heart disease or breast

cancer. He also emphasized that not all hormone preparations are the same.

Genetic differences explain why lower levels of estrogen associated with menopause affect women differently, Dr. Rubinow

said. The beneficial effects of hormone replacement therapy reflect the fact that "gene expression can be altered in an

enduring fashion by the environment," he said.

"We need to recognize that symptoms of depression during perimenopause aren't inevitable. They are insidious. They are

hormone responsive symptoms and can be treated in different ways. But there are no simple answers," Dr. Rubinow said.

Dr. Rubinow is Assad Meymandi Professor and chair of Psychiatry and professor of Medicine at the University of North

Carolina at Chapel Hill. His lecture was sponsored by the Wisconsin Medical Society Foundation.
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