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What C

OCTOrs

don‘ttellyou..

butdo tell their wives

Weletyouinona few secrets your GP might
notalways share with you

ecently, ‘women’s health’
hasbecomeaspecialityin
itself-and GPs spenda lot
of timedealingwithissues
specificallyrelated towomen. But
sometimes, duetotimeorpressure
of work, theydon'talways give
you the full picture. FC's DrDawn
Harperhas the lowdown on the
knowledge theydon’t passon.

The ageyoustartyour periods
isnotgenetic

Starting periods has moreto dowith weight
than heredity - girlsdon’tnormally start
menstruating untilthey reach 6%2st. Probably
theonlythingabout periodsthatdoesrunin
familiesistheage of menopause. Ifyourmum
wentthrough the changeearly, chancesare
you may, too, and possibly earlier—and heavy
smokerstendtostartthe menopause, on
average, twoyears earlierthan non-smokers.

It'snot worth testing for PMS
Women with premenstrual symptoms oftenask
meforabloodtesttocheckfora‘hormonal
imbalance’. Infact, there’s rarelyanything
abnormaltofind-hormonesvarythroughout
thecycle, andit’sjustthatsomeofusare more

sensitivetothese changesthan others. But
let'sfaceit, ifyou feelawfulthe week before
your period, we need to dealwith that, no
matterwhat lab tests may or may not show.

Menopausalblood tests
aren’tnecessary, either

Ifyou have menopausalsymptoms, your GP
mightsuggestyou haveabloodtestto check
ahormonecalled thefollicle stimulating
hormone (FSH), which drives the ovaries to
produce eggs. Inanormalcyclethe FSH levels
varythroughoutthe month, butafterthe
menopause the FSH rises dramatically, asthe
bodytriestostimulatethefailing ovaries. As
women go through the menopause, hormones
arealloverthe place (precisely why so many of
us havesucha horribletime emotionally) and
the FSH levelis completely unreliable. Asfaras
I'mconcerned, ifawomanistherightageand
has menopausalsymptoms, sheis menopausal
regardless of her FSH levels. Occasionally the
testprovesit-butanormal FSHwould not
stop mefromtreating the symptoms.

Youdon'tneed tohave aperiod
whenyou‘re on thePill

Whenthe Pillwas first developedin the Sixties,
itwas felt - by male doctors - thatwomen
wouldn’tbe happyiftheydidn’thavea monthly

bleed. Hencethe‘Pill-free week’, whichisa
‘withdrawalbleed’and simplythe result of
stoppingthe hormones. Somewomen find it
reassuringtobleed, takingitasasignthatthe
Pillis doingitsjob, butthereare lots of women
usingthe mini Pill, depoinjection or mirena
coilwhoare happynottohavea‘show’.IThave
severaldoctorfriendswho run three packs of
Pillbackto backandsoonly havefourbleedsa
year. Andanother Pill fact—- mostdoctors will
tellyouthattaking antibiotics with the Pill
may makeit less effective. Butso, too, does St
John’sWort-it'sworth knowing!

Having fibroids doesn"tmean
ahysterectomy

Oneofthe commonest causes of heavy
periods, fibroidsaccountfor manyofthe
50,000 or more hysterectomiesinthe UK every
year. Halfofall 50-year-old women have
fibroids, buta hysterectomyis notinevitable.
Treatments like endometrialablation, where
thelining ofthewombis removed, meanthat
farfewerwomen are having hysterectomies.
Soifit’s suggested you have the op because of
fibroids, ask fora second opinion.

A tilted uterusisnormal
Many patientstellme, asI'mjustabouttodo
asmeartest, they haveatilted uterus, soit

mightbe moredifficulttotakeasmear. Infact,
allwomen havea tilted uterus. Most ofus have
ananteverted womb (tilted forward), butone
infourhasonethattips backward (retroverted).
It can mean thatthe cervixisfurtherbackin
thevagina, so gettinga good view mayinvolve
usinga longerspeculum, butit’s notabnormal
anddoesn'tmakeyou less fertile. Most GPs
justnod politelyattheinformation, but never
leton thatitdoesn’t make much difference.

Coils canbe used as a‘morning
after’ measure

Alotoftimeand money has been spent by
health professionals to make surethatwomen

areawarethatthey cantakethe morning-
after pilltoavoid an unwanted pregnancy
—mostofusnowknowthata couple of
pillstakenwithin 72 hours of unprotected
intercourse maybean option. Less well
knownisthefactthata coilcanbeinserted
uptofivedaysaftersexandwillalsostopa
pregnancy. Oneword ofadvice, though - if
youneeda coilin this situation, make sureyou
sayatthetime ofbookingyourappointment
withyour Family Planning Clinicor GP, so that
theycanallowenoughtimeand haveallthe
equipmentsterilised. The clock’sagainstyou
here-soyoucan’tafford towaitand rebook
afewdays later!

.

GPs’ trade

secrets

Do talkaboutit

Ifyou’re worried about anything
DrDawn says here, pleasedon’t
panic. Whetherit’sanewdrug that
you’'ve been prescribed, ora
treatmentthatyou thinkyou may
havebeendenied, justtalk toyour GP
aboutit. One of the best things about
medicineis thatit’s soindividual
-what’sright for one person maybe '
completelywrong foranother. '

‘Ifyoufeel
awTulthe week

Deforeyour
eriod, weneed

dealwithi

. .
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