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A
s a mindfulness coach, I’m often 
contacted by women struggling 
with the menopause. As someone 
who has experienced it fi rst hand, 
I completely understand, as it’s 

rarely a smooth ride. As well as experiencing 
various symptoms, many women feel they 
become invisible and out of sync with how 
they’re ‘supposed’ to look and feel, which 
can be accompanied by a sense of loneliness. 

Today, one in three women in the 
workplace are menopausal, yet it still remains 
a taboo subject in this context – perhaps 
not surprising when 80% of women of 
menopausal age in the west report having 
symptoms, yet 70% claim they are unwilling 
to discuss this with their friends or partner, 
let alone their boss (Griffi ths et al, 2013).

The menopause happens to all women 
and is just another stage in life’s rich 
journey. However, it’s not something most 
feel comfortable talking about, and it’s 
only recently that it has been getting more 
mention in the media. Even then, it is often 
negative. Conversations about hot fl ushes 
and vaginal dryness are hardly uplifting. 
Many doctors also automatically hand out 
pills for it, as though the menopause is an 
illness rather than a natural phase of life.

In this article, I will share some knowledge 
and tips to facilitate a more mindful, 
positive approach to the menopause, which 
I hope will prove useful to FHT members 
both professionally, when supporting clients 
during this transition, and personally, if 
you too are bound on this journey.

MENOPAUSE: HISTORY 
AND SYMPTOMS
The menopause has been known and 
recorded since Roman times, yet the 
word itself wasn’t coined until the 1820s, 
using a combination of two Greek words 
– mens, meaning monthly, and pause, 
meaning cessation. 

Throughout the centuries, attitudes to 
the menopause have changed dramatically. 
Today, more people are exploring 
complementary and alternative medicine, 
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yoga and mindfulness as a way forward, 
which is a signifi cant leap. In the early 
1800s, however, it wasn’t unusual to have 
opium prescribed by the doctor to cure 
menopausal symptoms, and the early 1900s 
brought the belladonna (deadly nightshade) 
plaster for the stomach, which I imagine was 
the equivalent of today’s HRT patch. It was 
only in the 1930s that the menopause was 
recognised as a natural part of the ageing 
process, linked to oestrogen defi ciency.

It is essential to recognise that everyone’s 
transition is unique in terms of length and 
symptoms, though the average menopause 
lasts about fi ve years. There are, however, 
two phases: the peri- or premenopause 
and the menopause itself. A woman has 
offi cially gone through the menopause 
when she has not had a menstrual period 
for 12 consecutive months. Perimenopause 
can start at any time, with women often 
experiencing menopause-like symptoms in 
their early 40s, which is often much earlier 
than expected. 

The perimenopause usually lasts two to 
six years but can last longer, and it’s during 
this stage that the body’s hormones go on 
a rollercoaster ride. Many younger women 
think the menopause is 10 years away, yet 
they are struggling with mood shifts, feeling 
stressed, tired and even gaining weight – all 
signs that they could be perimenopausal.

Some women sail through the 
menopause, but the majority experience 
several symptoms. Physical symptoms 
include hot fl ushes/fl ashes; trouble sleeping; 
headaches and migraines; aching joints, 
muscles and feet; weight gain; diminished 
sex drive; and vaginal dryness. 

The psychological effects of going 
through the menopause can include 
irritability and forgetfulness, as well as 
anxiety and feelings of insecurity. The sex 
hormones, progesterone and oestrogen, 
protect women from some of the effects 
of the stress hormones, but as the sex 
hormones start to naturally decline during 
the menopause, it becomes harder for 
women to relax, keep calm, unwind and 
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fall asleep. Unfortunately, for those with a 
predisposition to depression or anxiety, this 
can resurface during the menopause, and 
may require support from a psychologist or 
cognitive behavioural therapist. 

A NEW BEGINNING
To enable women to thrive rather than 
merely survive the menopause, we all 
need to talk more openly about it, and 
make sure we build the capacitiy to accept, 
tolerate and transform our mindsets. As 
menopause expert Irene Hatton frequently 
points out: ‘The menopause is a journey, 
not a disease.’ However, most women I have 
encountered are programmed to adopt 
the attitude that it is a time of loss – the 
loss of fertility, the loss of hormones, the 
‘empty nest’ syndrome. Compare this 
with other societies, such as many across 
Asia and Africa, where this time of life is 
seen as unique and positive – a time when 
there is a shift away from caring for others 
to becoming a wiser, older counsellor, 
whose life experience makes a valuable 
contribution to the family and society.

In many western countries, menopause 
occurs within the context of a youth-
obsessed culture. This means that women 
can experience diffi culties not only in the 
symptoms they experience, but in how 
they perceive themselves as they mature 
and go through the menopause, which can 
signifi cantly affect their sense of self-worth 
and self-confi dence. 

While acknowledging that women can 
have a diffi cult menopause transition 
with symptoms that require medical 
intervention, changing how women feel 
about and perceive the menopause will help 
them to get through or, better still, thrive 
during this natural life event.

BENEFITS OF MINDFULNESS 
AND SELF-COMPASSION
Many women are afraid of the menopause, 
and try to hide from it. They don’t want to 
talk about it, or acknowledge the profound 
spiritual aspects of self that lurk within. 
Avoiding these feelings, or running away 
from the loss of connectedness with the self 
and others around them, can lead to a crisis 
of the soul, where they may feel lost, or that 
everything is falling apart. At times such as 
this, mindfulness and compassion practices 
can help a person to fi nd greater balance 
and clarity.

On the practical side of dealing with 
menopausal symptoms, many recent 
studies have demonstrated the benefi ts of 
mindfulness. A study from the University 
of Massachusetts showed that women 
experienced a reduction of up to 40% in 
the number of hot fl ushes after taking a 
mindfulness course (Carmody et al, 2011). 

Moreover, other studies have indicated that 
women are less bothered by their symptoms 
and have a greater sense of wellbeing (Sood 
et al, 2019).

Mindfulness doesn’t remove the 
symptoms of menopause, but it does help 
those affected to deal with these more 
calmly and compassionately. Mindfulness 
practice encourages taking a radical 
perspective on the menopause experience. 
By bringing an attitude of gentle and non-
judgemental curiosity to each experience, 
it’s possible to build a capacity to interrupt 
the spiral of stress that can come with pain 
or troublesome symptoms.

Sadly, many women view their body 
as an object rather than as an aspect of 
the whole self, with their body-focused 

thoughts revolving around changing, 
depriving, comparing, cajoling, punishing 
or improving. The problem isn’t actually 
a desire for change – it is a lack of self-
compassion and high levels of self-criticism 
that often accompany body image. This 
can lead to a variety of other psychological 
problems such as panic, social phobia, 
post-traumatic stress disorder, depression or 
generalised anxiety disorder. 

Turning towards the menopause 
experience rather than running away from it 
can be revealing, in that it is often not as bad 
as originally feared. Women who cultivate 
self-compassion have been found to have 
reduced menopause symptoms and a greater 
sense of wellbeing (Brown et al, 2015). The 
process of self-compassion requires stepping 

5 PRACTICAL TIPS
The attitude with which we 
approach an experience 
can have a tremendous 
impact on this, as well as 
our choice of behaviours. 
Negative thoughts held 
prior to the menopause 
can be predictive of a more 
diffi cult time. The more 
catastrophic the thoughts 
about hot fl ushes, the 
more intense they will be. 
More recently, it has also 
been shown that positive 
thoughts can result in a 
reduction of symptoms 
(Kessel et al, 2004) and 
women consistently 
say that changing their 
mindset helps. 

The following tips are 
ones I use with my clients 
to help them transform 
their menopause.

1 WATCH YOUR 
THOUGHTS
It appears that 

the absence of positive 
thoughts has a greater 
impact on our sense 
of wellbeing than the 
presence of negative 
thoughts. One way to 
foster positive thoughts 
and emotions is to keep a 
‘gratitude journal’. Write 
down three things every 
night that you are grateful 
for – these don’t need to 
be earth-shattering.

2 LAUGH
Laughter moves 
us into a positive 

mindset. It can stimulate 
our immune system, 
enhance our learning and 
memory, and help us to 
cope better with stress. 
Laughter is a great friend 
during the menopause.

3 MAKE 
TIME FOR 
YOURSELF

Finding ‘me time’ and 
incorporating relaxation 
techniques into your day 
are important at this time 
of life. Eliciting a ‘relaxation 
response’ increases muscle 
relaxation, calms the 
mind, promotes positive 
emotions, and improves 
concentration. It can 
also reduce hot fl ushes, 
insomnia and pain. When 
women make ‘me time’ a 
priority, even for just 15 
minutes a day, dramatic 
changes can occur.

4 STAY 
CONNECTED
Feeling 

emotionally supported is 
key to health and can even 
help you live longer. At this 
stage, women need other 
women – friends with a 
rich life experience and 
wisdom to share.

5 SIMPLE 
MINDFULNESS 
PRACTICE

Try to bring yourself into 
the present moment using 
micro-pauses throughout 
the day. A simple way to do 
this is to ground yourself 
for just 12 seconds or so. 
Focus on your feet, and 
tune into the sensations 
you can feel there. This 
practice prevents you 
from worrying about the 
future (often fraught with 
anxiety) or dwelling on 
the past (often tinged 
with regret).

By combining positive 
thinking, a healthy lifestyle 
and techniques that 
promote relaxation, many 
women are changing their 
menopause experience. 
By practising mindfulness 
and having compassion 
towards the self, they 
become better at dealing 
with this signifi cant life 
change and transition. 
They can powerfully 
enhance their own health, 
wellness and sense of 
connectedness. With 
a proactive approach 
and a shift in mental 
attitude, they will have 
a much better chance of 
journeying through the 
menopause with greater 
ease and grace.
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outside the self, being kind to the self and 
seeing any given experience – in this case, 
the menopause – as part of the broader 
human experience. This more objective 
stance allows the individual to put their 
personal experience into greater perspective, 
and the acceptance and kindness that follow 
can help to improve overall mental health 
and body image. 

In my experience, practising self-
compassion during the menopause seems 
to reduce the tendency to avoid negative 
emotions, and therefore increases a 
woman’s potential for better regulation 
of the emotions. Beyond reducing self-
criticism, self-compassion is central to 
reducing stress and depression. It also 
seems to buffer against negative body 
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image, and is associated with less body 
dissatisfaction, preoccupation and worries. 
It starts with accepting where you are 
wholeheartedly, even if you simultaneously 
want to change. 

A great way to practise self-compassion 
is to take pen and paper and imagine 
your compassionate self is writing to you. 
Imagine a dialogue with your compassionate 
self and what they would say to you. 
Imagine their voice being wise, strong, 
warm and kind – always understanding 
and looking for the helpful way forward, 
with no issuing of instructions, written 
by some smart bod giving you advice. It’s 
an opportunity to refl ect on your feelings 
and thoughts openly, and develop a more 
balanced way of working with these.  P
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