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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Old age is commonly link with menopause among women.

Objective: The main purpose of this study was to explore the views of middle-aged women on
menopause.

Methods: Series of focus group discussions (FGD) were conducted among Malay women aged between
35 and 59 years old in several residential areas in two different states in Malaysia. Selection of
respondents were conducted using the maximum variation sampling, focussing on five age categories
which are between 35 to 39, 40 to 44, 45 to 49, 50 to 54 and 55 to 59 years old. Each FGD involved 5to 7
respondents and lasted for 1 to 2 hours each.

Results: A total number of 36 middle-aged women were consented for the interviews. The interviews
revealed the Malay middle-aged women tend to associate menopause with being old, especially among
those of less than 50 years old. Majority of them linked menopause with end of woman’s reproductive
capacity or inability to give birth, lethargic or endless feeling of tiredness and insomnia, emotional
instability or having more sensitive feelings and also the beginning of many health problems such as
osteoarthritis which they perceived very synonyms with being old.

Conclusion: The findings of this study indirectly reflect the negative views towards menopause among
the middle-aged women. Being residents in the urban areas equipped with advanced technology and
health information, do not exclude them from having negative views about menopause. However, this is a
qualitative study which limits generalization of findings and further studies exploring other related issues
should be considered.
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INTRODUCTION symptoms such as abnormal vaginal
Menopause involves a gradual bleeding, hot flashes, vaginal and urinary
process, which is reflected by the absence of symptoms, and mood changes. Menopause
menstrual period for 12 months. It indicates is a physiological process and usually
the ceases of ovaries functions and signifies the end of a woman's reproductive
treatments are usually directed toward life. ™ 1t is a normal part of life which
alleviating uncomfortable or distressing occurs at average age of 51 years. %
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However, some women may experience
menopause as early as the 30s or late, in
their 60s. [*!

The perceptions towards menopause
play an important role on the acceptance of
women towards menopausal experience, and
it varies between women. According to a
study conducted among Turkish women, the
different perceptions of menopause among
them were influenced by many factors,
including cultural differences, level of
education, regular exercise, social factors,
and impact of the media. ! Stigmas about
menopause probably begin early in life
unless an open and proactive view is
stressed by society or families. ©! Culture
and societal and also media influence might
play an important role in determining how
individuals think about menopause.

Perception, as regard in this study, is
the ability of women to have knowledge on
menopause, understand the menopausal
signs and symptoms, and thus cope with
them. © Women perceptions towards
menopause may differ among different
female population around the world. The
differences might be related to the
physiological factors (e.g. age, parity and
hormonal status), as well as other factors
such as economic status, educational level,
cultural belief, social and geographical
factors. [

Literature postulated that older and
postmenopausal women expressed more
positive feelings about menopause compared
to younger women (Adewuyi and Akinade,
2010) which indicate that women will find it
to be less troubling once they have gone
through it. ) Meanwhile, a study by Avis
and McKinlay found that women undergo
premature menopause (surgical operation)
held more negative perceptions about
menopause than those going through natural
menopause. ' Chinese American women
belief that menopause is a marker of aging
and a natural transition, ™! while Swedish

}/ilzc])men considered it as sense of freedom.

In general, women populations
shared  similar  perceptions  towards
menopause. “Freedom from monthly
bleeding”, or “no menstruation”, is the most
cited response upon menopause. °**! Among
the other positive perceptions reported
include “no more mood swings”, “no more
children”, “no more need for birth control”,
Bl “no more fear of pregnancy”, “a new
phase of life”, (1 and “time for me”. [*°)

However, some women, particularly
rural women find inability to have children
as negative aspect because fertility was
highly valued. ® In addition, they might be
abandoned as the husbands may look for
younger women. ™ A study by Sampselle et
al. ™ reported the contradiction between
American. For most of Caucasians,
menopause meant aging and loss of
youthfulness  while  African-American
welcoming the transition process. In view of
modern society, most of professional women
are commonly more conscious about the
menopausal symptoms and yet view
menopause as a nuisance. ¥ The present
study was undertaken in several urban
residential areas located in 2 different states
in  Malaysia, aiming to explore the
perceptions of the middle-aged women who
were living in the urban area towards
menopause.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Series of 6 focus group discussions
(FGD) were conducted among Malay
middle aged women, aged between 35 and
59 years old, residing in several residential
areas located in the Federal Territory
Putrajaya and Selangor, Malaysia. A total
number of 36 middle-aged women were
consented for the interviews and selected
using the maximum variation sampling,
focussing on five age categories which are
between 35 to 39, 40 to 44, 45 to 49, 50 to
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54 and 55 to 59 years old. The selection of
the respondents were selected using a
representative from each residential areas
identified.

Each FGD involved 5 to 7
respondents and discontinued once a
saturation point is reached. Each FGD lasted
1 to 2 hours each. The discussions were
conducted in a room without any
interruption from others and mainly
focussing on issues related to their
perceptions on menopause. The content of
the interviews were recorded, transcribed
verbatim after each interview before the next
FGD is conducted. Field notes of reflexive
observations were recorded by the
rapporteur.  Individual transcripts were
analysed wusing standard methods of
qualitative thematic analysis. The material
was read through twice and later coded. The
codes were further collapsed into several
key themes related to perceptions towards
menopause among the  respondents.
Permission to conduct the study was
obtained from the Medical Research Ethics
Committee, University Putra Malaysia prior
to data collection. Since the interviews were
conducted in Malay, a back-to-back
translation was conducted by staff from the
Publishing Unit, University Putra Malaysia
for the purpose of publication of article.
Statistical Methods

This study is a qualitative study.
Therefore, there were no statistical analyses
involved.

RESULTS

The contents of the interviews
revealed that younger women tend to
associate menopause with being old. This
perception was dominated by those aged
between 35 to 45 years old. Among the
reasons behind the association between
menopause and aged were the end of
woman’s reproductive capacity or inability
to give birth and the beginning of many

health problems such as osteoarthritis, heart
problem and hypertension. These were
among the content of the conversations,

'For me, menopause means you are
old....menopause occurs between the age 50
to 60 years right? ...you know, the age when
your menstruation stops and you can’t get
pregnant, with all kinds of diseases
approaching...'

'"That’s old you know..... as our age
increases. We ourselves can feel it, like me
when my period stopped.... already
menopause. The body feels different.
Feeling...like we, our skin feel different too.
The sense, I feel I'm already old.'

'Usually when menopause all sort of
problems arise, as well as various types of
diseases, knee pain, high blood pressure.... I
noticed that the face will have whiteheads.
Often when conversations with friends about
the occurrence of whitehead, the answer
would usually be... you are already old ...
do not have it during younger days....'

Additionally, majority of the
respondents were also associate menopause
with lethargic or endless feeling of tiredness
and insomnia, which are common
complaints among old people. Apart from
other symptoms associated with hormonal
imbalance, they also reported that the
frequent tiredness may also affect the sexual
relationship between husband and wife.

'Menopause means you are old...
arduous to sleep. Like my mother, when she
got her menopause, it was difficult to sleep,
became more sensitive, and gets different
types of pain. It was all during her first stage
of menopause.'

‘When menopause...it feels old...not
much energy to entertain the husband. Man
even though they are old, the desire is
always there, as long as they are healthy.
But when women got their menopause, or
reaching their menopause, they are less
healthy... get tired easily, not much energy,
body aches. .you know... "’
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‘Women when reach the age of
menopause....as what people say, the sexual
relationship is not as good as before. But
sometimes | see women even before
menopause, they tend to feel tired... no
mood to entertain the husband.... Old you
see (while laughing)’

On top of that, the hormonal
instability experienced by menopause
women frequently leads to emotional
instability or having more sensitive feelings,
which is also frequently seen among elderly
people, and is affecting the views of the
respondents towards menopause.

‘Old people become sensitive easily.
Feel touching and angry easily. Hormone
changes I guess..... Usually physical and
emotional changes are the obvious ones’

‘In my opinion based on my
readings....aging involves hormone
instability. Our hormone becomes lesser.
Then, the face starts to wrinkle. Dry skin....
Most importantly we get tired -easily.
Emotion is unstable as well.... Then the
body will build up heatiness inside. What is
confirmed is that during menopause, the
skin becomes wrinkled and saggy ... means
we are old ’

One of the respondents, aged 49
years old decided to start taking supplements
such as vitamins and collagen in order to
overcome the aged appearances associated
with menopause.

‘I often heard my friends talk about
menopause... wrinkled skin, dry skin, the
husband aims for another wife (while
laughing)... I am 49 years old, I am unsure
if 1 have reached the age of menopause
(while laughing), but from my early 40s I
have already started to take
vitamins...collagen... because later when
reaches menopause, various problems will
arise.... (While laughing)’

On the other hand, older age
categories of middle-aged women (more
than 50 years old) associated menopause

with the menopausal symptoms they
experienced. They were also calmer and less
anxious when discussing about issues
related to ageing or old age.

‘When menopause you know
....body heat starts to build up, difficulty to
sleep, sometimes we feel restless
unnecessarily (while laughing). People say
eat the hormone pills right...but scared you
see...’

‘I have my menopause for the past
few years.... Body heat problem, dry skin is
normal... when menopause we gain weight
fast too...it’s really difficult to lose
weight...although I have been trying various
ways but still can’t get thinner (while
laughing) and one more thing is sleep. When
we hit menopause, it’s difficult to sleep
soundly sometimes...’

DISCUSSION

The experience of menopause in
women is unique and shaped by their social
and cultural context. The cultural
understanding is reflected in the way people
speak or write about menopause and
menopausal women. ' Women are thus
influenced by the way other people talk and
think about menopause, whether in daily
conversation between friends, colleges and
family, or in a doctor’s consultation room,
or in texts whether written or pictorial. *%
Some women barely notice the life transition
while some found it as life altering. ™! The
term menopause refers to the time of
transition for a woman from a working
reproductive system to a reproductive
system that no longer functions. The
findings from this qualitative study revealed
that, younger women perceived menopause
as a transition into another level of life,
which is being old. Indirectly, they also
view symptoms associated with menopause
as negative experiences.

The linkage between menopause and
ageing process or being old had also been
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reported in other studies. According to a
study by Lotte and Dorte on ways women
talk about menopause among menopausal
women from Denmark showed that, nearly
all women used terms from the biomedical
sphere like ‘a period of decline and decay’,
even if they did not necessarily agree with
this view. ! In another study on knowledge
and perception of menopause and
climacteric symptoms among a population
of women in Enugu, South East, Nigeria
reported that, majority (58.3%) of the
women did not regard them as a medical
problem and took them as part of aging
processl. A similar finding was also
reported from another qualitative and
explorative study conducted among rural
community in Limpopo Province, South
Africa by Ramakuela and colleagues.
The community involved in that study
associated cessation of menstruation to
aging rather than menopause, in which once
menstruation stopped, one was regarded as
old. Based on the findings from that study,
Ramakuela et al concluded that, menopausal
issues should be emphasised and receive
priority from puberty at the girls initiation
schools, high schools, churches, other
community resources and health care
services so that when women reach
menopause. They should also accept and be
able to effectively cope with menopause and
aging. !

Many women associate menopause
with ageing and being old due to the effect
caused by hormonal changes or lacking of
estrogen. However, despite experiencing all
the effect of lacking of estrogen,
menopausal women may have different
views. Based on interviews conducted by
Heather with 45 middle-class, heterosexual,
menopausal  women  revealed  upon
menopause, the menopausal women
proposed they do not feel old due to access
to contraceptive and birth  control
technology, which enable them to finalize

their reproduction long before menopause.
221 Thus, reproductive aging no longer
represents a symbolic end to reproductive
capacity, but rather represents an end to
contraceptive use and menstruation. *% The
interviewees in that study reported enjoying
sex more than ever before because they
could engage in this activity without the
hassles of contraception and menstruation
and therefore viewed menopause as the
“good old,”.

Various factors play a role in
structuring women’s  perceptions and
experiences  towards  menopause. A
comprehensive review that cover research
on the relationship between culture and
menopause by Melissa et al. showed without
exception that the socio-cultural
organization of the course of life in specific
geographical locations profoundly affects
the meanings and experience of menopause.
(23] The association between menopausal
experience and cultural beliefs has been
frequently reported. Factors that were
hypothesized to play a role in the experience
of menopause (and quality of life during this
period) include, culturally-influenced
behaviours such as diet, smoking and
exercise, cultural attitudes and expectations
towards menopause which can be heavily
influenced by medicalization, meanings
assigned to menopause, such as whether it is
recognized as natural and normal, deviant,
or as an illness, previous symptomatology
and prior health condition, past or current
reproductive health, mother’s experience of
menopause (e.g. hot flushes), attitudes
toward childrearing and women’s roles,
marital status, relationships with
husbands/partners and their attitudes toward
symptoms of menopause, social support and
the extended family, social status, socio-
economic status, education, career and
religious beliefs. [? However, culture, in the
form of lifestyle choices (e.g. diet,
reproductive behaviour, smoking) can also
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modify the underlying biology of the
menopausal experience. ! Menopause is
multidimensional and is influenced by
biological, psychological and sociocultural
factors and that the process requires
responses that are equally multidimensional.
(241" Attitude towards menopause may
influence the experience ® and how a
woman views herself in midlife. 2!

In spite of all the perceptions, most
women going through menopausal state as a
part normal aging physiological process and
did not seek for medical advice. ™! As for
the moment, researchers estimated that by
2030, about 1.2 billion of women population
worldwide will be in the state of peri or
postmenopausal. ' In Malaysia, more
women are living longer than current
average lifespan of 77.1 years, *® thus
indicate that Malaysian women will spend
one third of their lifetime in postmenopausal
state. 1?1 These expectation lead the
physician to start seeing that menopause is
no longer a negligible phenomenon yet a
major public health problem. [

CONCLUSION AND
RECOMMENDATION

Younger women view menopause as
a transition towards old age which is
characterized by the presence of medical
problems, end of reproductive years, endless
tiredness, emotional instability and also
changing in physical appearance as a
consequence of hormonal change, which
indirectly reflect their negative view towards
menopause and ageing. The public health
care system in Malaysia should mobilize
resources to improve the awareness and
knowledge of women in general, as early as
possible, about menopause and its symptoms
in order to inculcate positive views and
perceptions towards menopause and ageing.
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