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Biological and Cultural Influences on Menopause (Kdnenki) in Japan

Basic and epidemiological research on the practical use of hormone replacement therapy for women's

health and longevity

First Annual Report

Biological and Cultural Influences on Menopause (Konenki) in Japan
Melissa K. Melby, Hideo Honjo, Yoshiyuki Watanabe

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

The observation that Japanese women report fewer menopausal symptoms than their
North American counterparts was made more than a decade ago (Lock 1986; Lock, Kaufert et
al. 1988; Lock 1993). Explanations for this disparity range from a lack of cultural salience of
symptoms to the influence of diet, particularly soy (Murkies, Lombard et al. 1995; Clarkson,
Anthony et al. 1998 Rygwelski and Smith 1998; Seidl and Stewart 1998). However,
assessment of the contributions of diet, belief systems, and personal experience is limited by
the paucity of biological data from non-Western populations and differing models of the
physiology of menopause. This study aims to create a multidimensional profile of midlife
symptomatology and to test a reproductive ecology model of whether and how soy
consumption affects the menopausal transition in Japan.

To our knowledge, this is the first study to apply a broad reproductive ecology approach to
the study of the menopausal transition by combining epidemiological, nutritional,
neurcendocrine and cultural methods and data. Furthermore, regional variation in soy
consumption in Japan (Japanese Ministry of Health 1996) provides a natural experiment on
the effects of soy (and its phytoestrogens (PEs)) on hormonal profiles and the experience of
perimenopause.

By measuring hormone levels, diet (soy consumption), and midlife symptomatology in
women aged 4555, this study will provide a descriptive natural history of the
menopausal/midlife transition in Japan from: (1) an endocrinological/ physiological
perspective (using hormone measures), (2) an ecological perspective (using food frequency
questionnaires (FFQ), dietary recall (DR) and measuring PE concentrations), and

(3) an experiential perspective (using symptom checklists, surveys, and interviews). Our
main objective in this study is to assess the influence of PEs on the endocrinology
and symptomatology of the menopausal/midlife transition. PEs provide an
investigative wedge for the exploration of the influence of hypothalamic-pituitary-gonadal
(HPG) axis activity on the etiology of menopausal symptoms. Due to the very high levels of
PEs found in Japanese women, this is an unparalleled opportunity to study the pathways
involved. In providing a biocultural characterization of midlife in Japan, our project will
contribute data that are sorely needed in reproductive ecology models of cross-cultural
variation at the end of the reproductive lifespan, and will allow us to begin modeling the
influence of the environment on endocrinology and experience over the midlife transition.

SPECIFIC HYPOTHESES

HYPOTHESIS 1A. A peripheral mediation (PM) model will be insufficient to explain
hormonal changes in the perimenopause. Additional data from centrally
mediated (CM) pathways will be needed to characterize the menopausal
transition.

HYPOTHESIS 1B. Variance in gonadotropins (follicle stimulating hormone (FSH) and
luteinizing hormone (LH)) will be negatively correlated with phytoestrogen
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