Take Ownership of Your Health

OU ARE IN CHARGE OF YOUR HEALTH. No one else should do it

for you. No one else can feel what you feel when your energy is
soaring, your sense of joy is boundless, your bones and muscles are
vibrant as you stand erect and move gracefully through your days, and
your immune system is strong enough to fight off the never-ending
bombardment of pathogens. Don’t accept less than what is best for
you. As a functioning, intelligent adult, you have many decisions to
make that will affect both the quality and quantity of your remain-
ing years. Let’s start with the first decision you make: your choice of
physicians.

Your Choice of Physician

You need and deserve a relationship with a compassionate physician
who respects your intelligence, your dignity, and your time. If a doctor
keeps you sitting in the waiting room for an hour past your appoint-
ment, without explanation or apology, that treatment is disrespectful.
Find a doctor who respects you.

Most doctors simply do not have time to read all of the scientific
papers I explain in this book. As a scientist, I have studied more than
three thousand peer-reviewed, published papers, and I cite nearly nine
hundred here as references.!”” Your physician will appreciate the rigor-
ous research that this book clarifies for both of you.
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Your Doctor’s Economic Dilemma

Contrary to a widely held view, your doctor may not be rolling in
money. Medical school is hugely expensive: $200,000 for tuition and
related costs is not uncommon. Malpractice insurance for gynecolo-
gists who perform even minor surgery can easily exceed $100,000 per
year. Medical insurance companies and HMOs systematically reduce
payments to doctors. To cover costs, more patients must be seen, with
less “face time” being spent with each one.

Divergent Agendas and Interests

Your physician must rely on pharmaceutical sales representatives and
Big Pharma—sponsored continuing medical education courses to stay
up-to-date on essential information about drugs and medical devices.
The reps and the speakers do present truthful, FDA-approved data,
but they have no incentive to discuss their competitors’ products. And
funded speakers, as well as medical societies, are usually reluctant
to pan the products of a drug company that has provided trips and
money. Conflicts of interest are very serious, and they are endemic.
On February 28, 2007, the Philadelphia Inquirer reported, “Ex-FDA
Chief Must Pay $90,000 in the Stock-Disclosure Case”®*—stock in
drug companies that he was regulating, which he forgot to disclose.
This news is not reassuring. Similar disclosures have been in the
news about journal presentations as well. Editors and medical society
leaders who control which research gets presented to physicians and
scientists should disclose, not hide, their own, as well as their protégés’,
funding sources.

Fearing malpractice attorneys, your doctor may practice “defen-
sive medicine” by ordering redundant, expensive tests for you. Or
sometimes doctors may stick to defensively postured practice guide-
lines that serve their, rather than your, best interests, in order to
minimize their liability. You need to take charge of your own health
and well-being; consult with the best medical people you can find and
decide which recommendations to accept.”** And you need to identify
the economic interests behind the recommendations that are offered
to you.
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Media Need Catchy Sound Bites

Have you seen articles titled “Estrogen Replacement Therapy Triples Risk
of Breast Cancer”? This statement is more false than true and is definitely
misleading. The “triple” actually meant an increase from 1 woman in
10,000 to 3 women! And the statistic applied only to a group of women
taking a regimen of synthetic progestin every day with a horse-derived
oral estrogen, a regimen I believe you should avoid. Don’t be misled by
catchy headlines that are designed in part to sell newspapers.

Alternative natural therapies abound. The FDA, however, does not
evaluate herbal or other alternative remedies. Do not trust advertise-
ments for such products and services that claim to “cure” serious
diseases “with no side effects.”

Generic Drugs Flourish

The FDA does regulate generic drugs and assures us that they are as
reliable as brand-name drugs. But some recent published studies cast
doubt on whether their quality is equal.*** 71 If you can afford brand-
name drugs, you might be better off buying them.

Your Power as a Health Consumer

As a patient, did you know that competition for your business is real?
Consider the inherent conflicts when you get medical advice. Your
doctor can help you only within his skill set. Will he or she refer you to
another physician who can offer you a less-invasive or less-costly treat-
ment?** No law says that a doctor must do this.*%

From Age Forty Onward: The General
Order of Things

The chapter topics in this book follow the order of health issues that
women will encounter beginning in their early forties—or sooner, if
they undergo a hysterectomy before then.
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1. The perimenopausal changes that women experience from age
forty to forty-eight (hot flashes, night sweats, and unexpected
bleeding) signal the loss or decline of progesterone, followed
by erratic changes (plummets and peaks) in estrogen. These
early body signals are storm warnings that your sex hormone
production is winding down for its eventual sharp decline.

2. There are two kinds of remedies to consider: hormones and
alternative treatments. You will learn which hormones are being
marketed and which ones you should know to request or avoid,
and why.

3. The following pelvic problems and their prevention and cor-
rection are addressed because they occur in the majority of
women.

* Bleeding abnormalities that 80 percent of women experience
in their forties drive them to doctors, who often incorrectly
prescribe a hysterectomy. This actually exacerbates the hor-
monal problems and shortens the woman’s lifespan.

+ A weakening of the pelvic floor and the consequent urinary
incontinence (experienced by 30 percent of thirty-five-year-
olds and 65 percent of sixty-year-olds) can often be prevented
by taking appropriate hormones, beginning an exercise pro-
gram, and cultivating other healthful habits.

+ Prolapse problems (65 percent of women will have them
by age sixty) also lead doctors to suggest surgery, whereas
exercise is more often a better remedy (it’s cheaper, safer, and
usually more effective than surgery).

+ Fibroid tumors (80 percent of women develop them) are
related to the hormonal changes that begin in the forties,
but fibroids are seldom life threatening. Many doctors will
prescribe a hysterectomy, but it should be avoided, if possible,
because more effective treatments are now available.

4. Waiting in the wings are the following dramatic but hidden
changes that occur as a woman ages:

+ Bone loss begins around age forty for most women, just as
their progesterone production is declining. This degenerative,
crippling disease is preventable if you take action by age fifty.
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Otherwise, osteoporosis can affect 80 percent of women. The
widely marketed bone drugs are not nearly as effective or risk
free as proper hormone-replacement therapy, exercise, healthy
eating, and practicing good balancing exercises to avoid slips
and falls that crush fragile bones.

+ Blood vessel changes begin with the transition into menopause
or are caused by certain types of widely prescribed hormone
therapy, as well as by a sedentary lifestyle and unhealthful eat-
ing habits. These blood vessel changes can lead to irreversible
atherosclerosis. There is a lot you can do to promote healthy
vessels and a vibrant circulatory system.

+ The terror that women feel about breast cancer is driven by the
marketplace. The actual incidence of this disease is one-eighth
that of blood vessel deterioration and maybe one-fourth as
serious as bone loss, but the “breast” people are top-notch
marketers, and they prey on your fear. I hope to dissipate
this media-driven fear of femininity and female hormones.
Fear itself promotes hormonal changes that are bad for your
health!

5. Once you make intelligent decisions regarding your hormones,
your bones, your blood vessels, and living a healthy lifestyle,
you'll find it easy to follow the advice on sexual function and
cognitive capacity in this book’s final chapters.

The motto we have adopted at Athena Institute for Women’s Well-
ness is one that you might appreciate:

When a woman refuses to be treated with disrespect and conde-
scension, she becomes empowered to evaluate options and make
intelligent choices. By doing the work of learning about her body
and improving her health habits, she is in a position to assert her
power. Power begets dignity. Dignity is essential to well-being.



